THE CAMBRIDGE 
EDITION OF 


ea Rue 
CIEURIES JEAN) 
WRITINGS 


VOLUME 2 


BRAC IIGE 


EDITED BY 
Ellen Muehlberger 


THE CAMBRIDGE EDITION OF 
EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITINGS 
VOLUME 2 


PRACTICE 


The Cambridge Edition of Early Christian Writings provides the definitive 
anthology of early Christian texts from ca. 100 CE to ca. 650 cE. Its six 
volumes reflect the cultural, intellectual, and linguistic diversity of early 
Christianity, and are organized thematically on the topics of God, Practice, 
Christ, Community, Reading, and Creation. The series expands the pool 
of source material to include not only Greek and Latin writings, but also 
Syriac and Coptic texts. Additionally, the series rejects a theologically nor- 
mative view by juxtaposing texts that were important in antiquity but later 
deemed ‘heretical’ with orthodox texts. The translations are accompanied 
by introductions, notes, suggestions for further reading, and scriptural indi- 
ces. The second volume is focused on the topic of practice, including texts 
on education, advice, forming communities, and instructing congregations. 
It will be an invaluable resource for students and academic researchers in 
early Christian studies, history of Christianity, theology and religious stud- 
ies, and late antique Roman history. 


ELLEN MUEHLBERGER is Associate Professor of Christianity in Late 
Antiquity in the Departments of Near Eastern Studies and History at the 
University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. She is the author of Angels in Late 
Ancient Christianity (2013) and has published articles on late ancient topics 
in journals including the Journal of Early Christian Studies, the Journal for 
the Study of Fudaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman Periods, Church 
History, Past & Present, and Vigiliae Christianae. 


THE CAMBRIDGE EDITION OF 
EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITINGS 


SERIES EDITORS 


Andrew Radde-Gallwitz, University of Notre Dame 
Mark DelCogliano, University of St. Thomas 
Ellen Muehlberger, University of Michigan 
Bradley K. Storin, Louisiana State University 


The Cambridge Edition of Early Christian Writings offers new translations 
of a wide range of materials from ca. 100 CE to ca. 650 CE, including many 
writings that have not previously been accessible in English. The volumes 
will focus on selected themes and will include translations of works orig- 
inally written in Greek, Latin, Syriac, and Coptic, together with introduc- 
tions, notes, bibliographies, and scriptural indices to aid the reader. Taken 
together they should greatly expand the range of texts available to scholars, 
students, and all who are interested in this period of Christian thought. 


THE CAMBRIDGE EDITION OF 


EARLY CHRISTIAN WRITINGS 
VOLUME 2 
PRACTICE 


EDITED BY 


Ellen Muehlberger 
University of Michigan 


EE) CAMBRIDGE 
SB UNIVERSITY PRESS 


CAMBRIDGE 
UNIVERSITY PRESS 


University Printing House, Cambridge cp2z 88s, United Kingdom 
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, ny 10006, USA 
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia 
4843/24, 2nd Floor, Ansari Road, Daryaganj, Delhi — 110002, India 
79 Anson Road, #06-04/06, Singapore 079906 


Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 


It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence. 


www.cambridge.org 
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781 107062054 
DOI: 10.101 7/9781 107449602 


© Cambridge University Press 2017 


This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 
permission of Cambridge University Press. 


First published 2017 
Printed in the United Kingdom by Clays, St Ives plc. 
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library. 


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
names: Muehlberger, Ellen, editor. 
TITLE: Practice / edited by Ellen Muehlberger, University of Michigan. 
DESCRIPTION: First edition. | New York : Cambridge University Press, 2017. | 
Series: The Cambridge edition of early Christian writings ; Volume 2 | 
Includes bibliographical references and index. 
IDENTIFIERS: LCCN 2017024638 | ISBN 9781107062054 (hardback : alk. paper) 
suBJECTS: LcsH: Theology, Practical-Early works to 1800. | Theology—Early 
works to 1800. | Christian literature, Early. 
CLASSIFICATION: LCC BV2 .P73 2017 | DDC 270.1—Dc23 LC record 
available at https://Iccn.loc.gov/201 7024638 


ISBN 978-1-107-06205-4 Hardback 


Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy 
of URLs for external or third-party Internet Web sites referred to in this publication 
and does not guarantee that any content on such Web sites is, or will remain, 
accurate or appropriate. 


Contents 


Notes on Contributors 


Acknowledgments 


Note on the Texts and Translations 


Series Introduction 


Introduction 


Hw 


ie, 


PART I: EDUCATION 


Clement of Alexandria, The Instructor 1.1-1.4, 13 
Teachings of Silvanus, Nag Hammadi Codex VII, Work 4 
Gregory the Wonderworker, Address to Origen 5-9 
Methodius of Olympus, Symposium 5.1-5.5, 6 


PART II: ADVICE 


Antony of Egypt, Letters 1 and 4 

Athanasius, Letter to Amoun 

Ammonas, Letters 2, 10, and 12 

Evagrius of Pontus, Protrepticus 

Evagrius of Pontus, Paraeneticus 

John Chrysostom, Letters to Olympias 9, 12, and 17 


. John Cassian, Conferences 1. prologue, 1-4, 7-8, and 15-23 


Book of Steps, Memre to and 18 


PART III: FORMING COMMUNITIES 


Pachomius, Paralipomena 19-20 


Basil of Caesarea, Canonical Letters (Letters 188, 199, and 217) 


Gregory of Nyssa, Canonical Letter to Letoius 
Shenoute of Atripe, Abraham, Our Father 
Shenoute of Atripe, As I Sat on a Mountain 
Rabbula, Canons for Monks and Clerics 

John of Tella, Canons 


Vil 


page ix 


20. 
21. 
22; 
23: 
24. 


CONTENTS 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


Cyril of Jerusalem, Prologue and Mystical Catecheses 
John Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions 

‘Theodore of Mopsuestia, Homily on Baptism 
Augustine, On Catechizing the Uninstructed 1-6, 9-13 
Narsai, On the Symbols of the Church and on Baptism 


Suggestions for Further Reading 
Scriptural Index 


VUl 


217 
244 
273 
290 
306 


aT 
323 


Notes on Contributors 


Mark DelCogliano is Assistant Professor of Theology at the University 
of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. He translated Athanasius’s Letter 
to Amoun, the selections from John Cassian’s Conferences, Pachomius’s 
Paralipomena 19-20, and the selections from Augustine’s On Catechizing the 
Uninstructed. 


Ellen Muehlberger is Associate Professor of Christianity in Late Antiquity 
in Near Eastern Studies and History at the University of Michigan. She 
translated the Teachings of Silvanus, Antony’s Letters 1 and 4, Ammonas’s 
Letters 2, 10, and 12, the Protrepticus and Paraeneticus by Evagrius of Pontus, 
the selections from Book of Steps, Shenoute of Atripe’s sermons Abmham, 
Our Father and As I Sat on a Mountain, the canons from Rabbula and John 
of Tella, Theodore of Mopsuestia’s Homily on Baptism, and Narsai’s homily 
On the Symbols of the Church and on Baptism. 


Andrew Radde-Gallwitz is Assistant Professor of Liberal Studies at the 
University of Notre Dame. He translated the selections from Methodius 
of Olympus’s Symposium, Basil of Caesarea’s Canonical Letters, and Gregory 
of Nyssa’s Canonical Letter to Letoius. 


Bradley K. Storin is Assistant Professor of Philosophy and Religious 
Studies at Louisiana State University. He translated the selections from 
Clement of Alexandria’s Instructor and Gregory the Wonderworker’s 
Address to Origen, Cyril of Jerusalem’s Prologue and Mystical Catecheses, and 
the selected Baptismal Instructions of John Chrysostom. 


Edward Vodoklys, SJ is Senior Lecturer in Classics at College of the Holy 
Cross. He translated the selected Letters to Olympias by John Chrysostom. 


Acknowledgments 


This project began in early 2012, when Andrew Radde-Gallwitz began to 
assemble an editorial team for a new translation series in early Christian 
writings. Being on that team alongside Mark DelCogliano and Bradley 
K. Storin has been a joy. In these three scholars, extensive knowledge of 
the early Christian period and unflagging attention to the innumerable 
details of translation are matched by persistent, delightfully wry enthusi- 
asm. Work undertaken with friends hardly seems like work. 

As we completed this volume, we have had the generous help of many 
other scholars and institutions. We are grateful to the Hank Center for 
the Catholic Intellectual Heritage and the Cardinal Cody Chair at Loyola 
University Chicago, whose support enabled a collaborative workshop at an 
early stage of work on this volume. Special thanks go to Mark Bosco, SJ, 
Edmondo Lupieri, and Randall Newman. Edward Vodoklys, SJ allowed 
his translation of John Chrysostom’s letters with Olympias to be part of 
the volume, for which we are very grateful. Each piece in the volume went 
through a four-stage process of checking and revision. In the case of most 
of the texts translated from Coptic or Syriac, we enlisted specialists to 
help at one stage of the process: Adam Becker, David Brakke, Matthew 
Crawford, Maria Doerfler, Michail Kitsos, Gina Konstantopoulos, Becky 
Krawiec, Alexandra McLaughlin, Blossom Stefaniw, and Janet Timbie all 
generously gave their advice, corrections, and suggestions for those trans- 
lations. Whatever errors remain are, of course, entirely our own. 

We thank Cambridge University Press and especially our editor, Hilary 
Gaskin. Her guidance and her encouragement brought this series into 
being, and we are very grateful for her support. 

Finally, I want to thank my spouse, Gina Brandolino, for her love and 
support. Equal parts brilliant, plainspoken, and hilarious, she makes every 
day a joy and the sum of days almost unbearably good. 


Note on the Texts and Translations 


Our translations have been produced in consultation with published 
editions and, in some cases, with manuscripts. Bibliographical information 
for the editions used can be found in the introduction to each translated 
text. The numeration of each work follows that of the editions from which 
we have translated. Numbers in the text with no surrounding brackets indi- 
cate chapter or paragraph divisions. In the case of texts with subdivisions 
or multiple numbering systems, the major chapter division is indicated in 
bold, followed by the subdivision in regular type with a full stop. Where 
bracketed numbers in bold appear, these indicate page numbers in a printed 
edition or folio numbers in a manuscript codex. 


XI 


Series Introduction 


The literary legacy of the early Christians is vast and spans multiple lin- 
guistic traditions. Early Christians used the written word in many ways: 
they sent letters, staged dialogues, reported revelations, gave advice, 
defended themselves, accused others, preached homilies, wrote histo- 
ries, sang hymns, hammered out creeds, interpreted texts, and legislated 
penances — just to list the most common examples. They did these things 
in Greek, Latin, Syriac, and Coptic; while countless Christians would have 
used other languages, such as Armenian, these four are the medium of 
the vast majority of our surviving texts. For each text that has survived, 
there is a unique story. Some became part of educational curricula for 
Christians in medieval Byzantium, Basra, and Bologna; some were recited 
or sung liturgically; some were read in private devotions; some lay at the 
core of later theological debates such as the European Reformations in the 
sixteenth century or the Ressourcement movement in twentieth-century 
Catholicism; some suffered a literary death, being buried in the sands of 
Egypt only to be discovered again, quite by accident, in the past century. 
The question of how these works have been received over the centuries 
is undoubtedly important, but their later interpreters and interpretations 
ought not to overshadow their original significance and context. 

The Cambridge Edition of Early Christian Writings offers a representa- 
tive sample of this diverse literature in six thematic volumes: God, Practice, 
Christ, Creation, Community, and Reading. While no series of this kind can 
be comprehensive, these themes allow the reader to understand early 
Christianity in its full intellectual, practical, ritual, and communal diver- 
sity. The theme and the selection of texts are thoroughly discussed in 
each volume’s respective introduction, but certain principles have guided 
the construction of all six volumes. Our goal has been neither to nar- 
rate the establishment of orthodox or normative Christianity as this has 
been traditionally understood nor to champion its replacement by another 
form of Christianity. Instead, we have opted to let each text speak with its 
own historical voice and authority, while aiming to expand the number 
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and range of early Christian texts available to English speakers. Because of 
this, many of these texts are translated into English here for the first time, 
while all others have been translated anew. We have combined magisterial 
works with neglected ones in order to show the diversity and interconnect- 
edness of Christianity in its formative period. We are neither reproducing 
a canon of classics nor creating a new one. We make no claims that the 
included works are aesthetically or intellectually superior to other texts 
we have excluded. Some well-known classics have been omitted for simply 
that reason: they are readily accessible and widely read. Others are too 
lengthy and do not bear excerpting well. In some cases we have judged that 
attention to a single work by an author has led to an unfortunate neglect 
of other works of equal or greater value by the same author. In such cases 
we are taking the opportunity to cast our spotlight on the latter. In sum, by 
no means have we felt constrained by previous lists of “must-reads” in our 
own selections. 

We have sought to produce translations that are literal — faithful to the 
original language’s meaning and, when possible, syntax. If a meaningful 
term appears in the original language, we have aimed to capture it in the 
translation. At the same time, we have aimed to produce intelligible and 
attractive English prose. At times the two goals have conflicted and pru- 
dential judgments have been made; as part of a team of translators, we are 
fortunate that we have not had to make such decisions alone. Every trans- 
lation that appears in our volumes has gone through a rigorous multi-stage 
editorial process to ensure accuracy as well as readability. We hope that this 
painstaking collaborative process ensures the reliability and consistency of 
our translations. As a team, we have come to see the value — and indeed 
the necessity — of such collaborative work for the academic study of early 
Christianity’s rich library of texts. 

Andrew Radde-Gallwitz 
Mark DelCogliano 
Ellen Muehlberger 

Bradley K. Storin 
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The texts in this volume have been selected to represent the history of 
practice in early Christianity. When we speak of “early Christianity,” we 
mean the political, cultural, and religious traditions from the first six cen- 
turies of this era that draw their importance from the life or teachings of 
Jesus, whose followers claimed him as Christ, the Son of God. Because 
Christianity now looks back to this early period as the time when its most 
essential ideas and practices were established, understanding it is important 
for understanding the Christian religion as a whole. Yet it is important 
to remember that early Christianity was not characterized by uniformity. 
Over time, great developments happened that make the beginnings of the 
movement inspired by Jesus seem quite different from the imperial style of 
Christianity enacted in the era of Theodosius at the end of the fourth cen- 
tury, or even that of Justinian in the sixth. For example, the earliest extant 
documents to mention Jesus are the letters of the first-century teacher 
and writer, Paul. But taken in the context of their own time, Paul’s letters 
are easily classed as Jewish texts that inform others about a Jewish teacher 
whose presence sheds new light on the lessons and history recorded in the 
Septuagint and its teachings about humanity. There is no evidence that 
Paul, nor any of the early followers of Jesus, would have understood them- 
selves as starting something called “Christianity.” It is only over the course 
ofa long period of time that the movement expanded and developed a sense 
of itself as a new religious tradition. So, what is termed “early Christianity” 
and may seem like a single entity was in fact an emerging tradition, with all 
the complexity and disorganization that growing movements experience. 
‘This volume focuses on the practices that developed during the first six 
centuries of that movement — what early Christians did. The evidence we 
have with which to reconstruct early Christian actions comes mostly in the 
form of texts. This is the case, at least in part, because of the historical posi- 
tion of Christianity. Archeological sites, objects, buildings, and inscriptions 
that can represent the growing material culture of Christianity do sur- 
vive, especially from after the legitimization of Christianity in the fourth 
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century. But a much larger part of the heritage preserved from the early 
Christian period are texts. This is also a result of the fact that for Christians, 
the interpretation of existing texts and the production of new ones was 
itself an important practice. We often think of texts as something oppo- 
site to actions, but the reproduction, curation, and use of texts was a labor 
Christians took on as a religious activity, one which held pride of place 
even in Christianity’s beginnings. 

To have as accurate a sense of the Christian past as possible, it is impor- 
tant to keep in mind two limits that are peculiar to textual evidence. First, 
texts are created for reasons that pertain to their own eras and environ- 
ments. None of the texts included here was created for the purpose of 
revealing to twenty-first-century students of Christianity the character 
of early Christian practice. Consequently, they require the same patient 
analysis and understanding of genre and form that other primary sources 
require, if they are to be used effectively as evidence of the past. Second, 
texts from antiquity have survived because a centuries-long process of 
copying and transmission has delivered them to the present day. As a result 
of the selective forces inherent in such a process, the character of texts that 
we have may be more representative of those who preserved them from 
antiquity than it is of antiquity itself. These caveats, though important, 
are small in comparison to the bigger challenge of understanding what a 
religious community practices simply by consulting documents — imagine 
trying to reconstruct the daily life of a household from just the books on 
its shelves! Even with these impediments, a skillful reader can learn quite 
a bit about the goals, concerns, and hopes of those early Christians whose 
writings we do possess. While some aspects of early Christian practice are 
not accessible to us, many are. 

In this volume, readers will encounter evidence of a wide range of cul- 
tural, ritual, intellectual, and bodily activities —- ways of living that came 
to define the growing and changing tradition of Christianity. Much of 
our early evidence shows Christian leaders taking the role of teachers of 
texts, helping other Christians to read them and, through interpretation, 
to understand the nature of the world, of humanity, and of God. Christians 
with advanced knowledge gave individualized advice, often through let- 
ters in response to requests for guidance about the best Christian ways of 
life. Later, Christian writers and speakers offered this kind of guidance to 
entire communities of Christians whom they sought to teach about moral 
behavior and the importance of community standards. Such writings often 
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tell us as much about what Christians were not to do as what they did do. 
Eventually, it became the duty of the leaders of Christian communities to 
help Christians participate in the special rituals that were rooted in impor- 
tant events in the life of Jesus. Starting in the fourth century, we have a 
number of texts that record the training Christian leaders gave to those 
who were preparing to participate in structured ritual events such as bap- 
tism and the Eucharistic meal. Though the activities that the texts in this 
volume record — reading and writing, teaching and learning, gathering and 
being initiated — may not seem as striking as some more dramatic Christian 
practices such as extreme fasting or martyrdom, they are arguably the basic 
building blocks of Christian culture. 

Most of the texts in this volume were chosen because they illustrate 
features of early Christian practice that would become important in later 
Christian tradition. But many of these texts show such practices in the ear- 
liest moments that we know them to exist. So, readers must be careful not 
to assume too much from a single text and indeed, as historically minded 
readers, we have to exercise a type of conservatism with respect to the 
sources we have. For example, consider the place of Cyril of Jerusalem, 
who lived in the middle of the fourth century and whose teaching about 
how to participate in the rituals of the Christian community is included 
in part IV of this volume. One way to read his mystagogical lectures is to 
see Cyril fulfilling the office of bishop and doing what bishops had always 
done, namely, training his congregation in the actions of rituals such as 
baptism and Eucharist and teaching them the meaning of those rituals. 
‘To see him that way, however, imports a continuity to Christian tradition 
that is impossible to reconstruct from the available evidence. Because 
Cyril’s is the earliest example of this type of instruction, we cannot assume 
that he was simply enacting a duty that had long been imagined for bish- 
ops. It is perhaps safer to see Cyril as a constructor of the role of bishop as 
ritual teacher and leader of Christian initiation than it is to assume that he 
represents a continuous tradition that somehow was not preserved in the 
historical record. 

A second example of this sort of conservative approach to reading can be 
drawn from early Christian Egypt. The fourth- and fifth-century Shenoute 
of Atripe is often spoken of as an early Christian ascetic because his works 
were preserved in the White Monastery, an institution which claims him as 
one of its earliest leaders; some of his writings are, in fact, rules for an organ- 
ized residential community of Christians. Yet to read Shenoute’s sermons, 
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like the two included in this volume, is to recognize that while he did lead 
a substantial monastic community, Shenoute was also the most important 
Christian leader of the village nearby and the surrounding countryside. So, 
to tag him with the label “ascetic” might suggest that he was removed from 
a more standard style of Christianity expressed in non-ascetic congrega- 
tions in towns and villages, in which marriages and biological families were 
important. If such a style of Christian community existed near Shenoute 
during his lifetime, we know little about it. It is safer simply to understand 
Shenoute’s life and works as representative of Christianity for fourth- and 
fifth-century Upper Egypt, rather than to interpret his life and impact as 
being less than what it seems by seeing it through the specialized lens of a 
later label such as “asceticism” or “monasticism.” Because of the distorting 
effects that such interpretative frames can have, this volume attempts to 
avoid imposing them on the texts presented here, so that readers can make 
judgments for themselves about what these texts can tell us about early 
Christian practice. 

Such judgments require evidence, and to facilitate the reader’s explora- 
tion of and engagement with the practices of the early Christian period, 
we have included a wide range of texts, representative of different places, 
habits, linguistic communities, and theological commitments. Though we 
have grouped the texts under four themes, the pieces in this volume can be 
read profitably in other groupings, by comparing, say, Clement’s advice in 
The Instructor to that given by Athanasius in his Letter to Amoun in order 
to trace the evolution of early Christian leadership in Alexandria, or by 
comparing the Teachings of Silvanus to John Chrysostom’s instructions on 
baptism in order to tease out the common threads of philosophical educa- 
tion that they share. Moreover, some texts that have had pride of place in 
reconstructions of early Christian practice have been left out of the volume. 
We did not include the texts known commonly as the “church orders,” like 
the Didache or the Didascalia Apostolorum, because the authors, contexts, and 
dates of composition for these texts are very difficult to establish. We do, 
nevertheless, encourage teachers to make use of whatever other texts they 
find helpful alongside those published in this volume. 

The first group of texts included in this volume are explicitly educa- 
tional, adopting either the form of literature used in ancient schools or the 
metaphors of teaching and learning. The third-century author Clement of 
Alexandria, for example, draws on the well-known role of the instructor, a 
guide and guard for young pupils, as he explains the role of the Word in 
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a Christian’s development. Other texts draw on genres that had been long 
used to pass on wisdom and moral teaching. In a text like the Teachings of 
Silvanus, we can see the fluidity of ancient educational forms: while this 
version of the text is certainly Christian, as it presents Christ as the vehi- 
cle for the wisdom it offers, much of what it contains is common with 
other collections of wise guidance about life. Ongoing Christian uses of 
educational genres are visible in the fourth-century writer Methodius’s 
Symposium, a dialogue in which many young women speak on abstract top- 
ics of Christian morality and wisdom; in this volume, we visit the speeches 
of two of these women, Thallousa and Agathé. From such texts, it becomes 
clear that the paired roles of teacher and student and the forms of literature 
so central to ancient schooling were also important to the development of 
early Christianity. 

The second group of texts in this volume are documents of advice given 
by more advanced Christians to less advanced ones. They are occasional 
guidance, most of them given in response to concerned requests. The 
examples of this type of guidance range broadly across many topics, from 
how to fight demons to how to deal with one’s unruly body, or how to 
quiet one’s passions to allow the mind to return to its natural state. Taken 
as a group, such letters and documents are evidence of the comprehensive 
nature of late ancient Christian practice. Christianity was, for these writers, 
a tradition that aspired to be useful in all kinds of situations, from the very 
personal to the communal. While most of these texts offer advice about 
action — detailing what it is proper and right to do — none of them sees 
actions as an end in themselves. Instead, they base their judgments about 
what is proper on their unique understandings of God, the world, and the 
Christian’s place in it. So, though these are not explicitly theological trea- 
tises, they can be read for information far richer than details of what one 
should or should not do. We have put them together here to show the 
continuity of concerns and responses to concerns that these writers share, 
regardless of their later classifications as bishops, monks, ascetics, or her- 
etics. Further, we want to demonstrate that theirs is a Christianity that 
accommodates various levels of advancement, in which teachers introduce 
new lessons when the students become ready. 

The third section of the volume groups texts that offer more general stand- 
ards of behavior, namely, directions given for groups instead of personalized 
guidance. Some of these texts are expressed in the form of rules: statements 
of what is correct and what is incorrect. Others were first given as sermons 
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to a community, but give similar directions about correct and incorrect 
behavior. Still others are case-by-case directions for how to deal with spe- 
cific problems. In all we can see how the character of the community and its 
boundaries are shaped. While important imperial councils such as Nicaea or 
Chalcedon are often considered the prime historical sites of the definition 
of Christianity, these more narrowly focused documents show the ordinary 
and basic establishment of the foundational structures of Christianity: the 
idea of who is a Christian, what standards his behavior should follow, and 
how the community should respond to difficulty. 

The final section of texts includes explicit instructions for ritual. The 
texts presented here are a selection from the authors whose works have tra- 
ditionally funded historical reconstructions of the development of Christian 
liturgy. Cyril of Jerusalem, John Chrysostom, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and 
Narsai all delivered series of lectures in which they introduce the actions 
of ritual such as baptism or the Eucharist to their listeners. In addition 
to providing instruction about how to act during rituals, these texts also 
teach Christians how to think during rituals. In part, this additional con- 
tent is visible in the metaphors the instructors offer: in turn, participating 
in Christian rituals is like becoming a citizen of a city, or fighting a bat- 
tle in an arena full of spectators. These metaphors reveal how Christians 
framed their rituals, what importance they gave them, and to what extent 
they expected participation in organized rituals to govern the rest of their 
lives. Moreover, as these early Christian instructors explain the rituals, they 
also offer explanations of their causes and origins, and in these explanations 
lies quite a great deal of theological and cosmological detail. Thus we can 
discern what Christians were taught to do and to think during the execution 
of a ritual. We can even make out the underlying metaphysical assumptions 
teachers made about the place of humanity and its potential for contact with 
the divine. 

Indeed, what is true of these ritual instructions is true of all the texts in 
this volume: though they reveal the details of many different early Christian 
practices, they also reveal much more. We hope that readers use them to 
explore the ancient Christian past, understanding that there is no account 
of a community’s religious actions that does not also describe, implicitly or 
explicitly, that community’s perspective on the world, its ideas about the 
divine, and its hopes and fears for humanity. 
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Clement of Alexandria, 
The Instructor 1.1-1.4, 13 
Translated by Bradley K. Storin 


INTRODUCTION 


Little is known about the life of Titus Flavius Clemens Alexandrinus, or 
as he is commonly called, Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-215). We can 
state with relative certainty that he was born in Athens and that he stud- 
ied philosophy with several teachers in the eastern Mediterranean before 
settling in Alexandria as a student of the Sicilian philosopher Pantaenus. 
After Pantaenus’s death between 195 and 200, Clement assumed teaching 
responsibilities. His school was probably not affiliated with the ecclesias- 
tical organization of the Alexandrian bishop Demetrius, but rather similar 
to that of other independent philosophical schools in the first and sec- 
ond centuries: it consisted of a group of advanced students who gathered 
around a charismatic and erudite intellectual. A regional persecution of 
Christians compelled Clement to leave Alexandria in 203; he may have 
retired to Cappadocia. 

Several surviving texts reveal how Clement articulated his impressive 
philosophical eclecticism. The three most important are An Exhortation 
to the Greeks, a call to readers educated in classical literature to convert 
to Clement’s brand of philosophical Christianity; The Instructor, an ethi- 
cal treatise consisting of three books that presents God’s Word (in Greek, 
logos) along the lines of Stoic “reason” (also /ogos) and offers highly specific 
guidelines for living a life in accord with the Word/reason; and Miscellanies, 
a collection of theological essays that show deep engagement with phi- 
losophers from the pre-Socratic, Platonist, Peripatetic, Stoic, Jewish, and 
burgeoning Christian traditions. In each of these three works, God’s Word 
takes on a role that corresponds to the text’s aim. In this selection from 
The Instructor, Clement understands the Word as an instructor of children 
(that is to say, new Christians) who guides them to live a life worthy of 
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God. This life consists of reining in negative emotions of the soul (com- 
monly called the passions in philosophical discourse) under the control 
of the Word (or reason). For Clement, disciplining the body will aid the 
Christian in disciplining her soul, which is why he gives detailed instruc- 
tions on proper Christian conduct, decorum, and relationships in the second 
and third books of The Instructor. Only once the passions are subjected 
to the authority of the Word (or reason) can the Christian embark upon 
an advanced course of philosophical study and contemplation. The critical 
Greek edition from which this translation is made is Miroslav Markovich’s 
Clementis Alexandrini Paedagogus, Supplements to Vigiliae Christianae 61 
(Leiden: Brill, 2002), 2-8, 62-64. 


TRANSLATION 
Chapter 1: What the Instructor Promises 


1, 1. The groundwork of truth, you children, has been assembled’ within 
ourselves as the indestructible bedrock of knowledge of the great God’s 
holy temple. It is the noble incitement laid in our intellectual area and a 
craving for eternal life that comes through blessed obedience. 

In any human being, mind you, there are these three features: habits, 
actions, and passions.’ As a guide to godliness, the inciting discourse} per- 
tains to [a person’s] habits. It is the discourse that underlies the edifice of 
faith like a ship’s keel. Because of it, we are rejuvenated for salvation: we are 
ebullient, we disown our former convictions, and we sing along with the 
hymning prophecy, “How good is God to Israel, to those who are upright in 
heart!”4 2. The prescriptive discourse‘ has charge over all actions, whereas 
the encouraging discourse’ treats the passions. All three discourses are one, 
the self-same Word’ who snatches a person away from his natural, worldly 
routine and trains him for the unique salvation of faith in God. 

3. So when our heavenly guide, the Word, begins to summon us to salva- 
tion, he takes the name “inciting” (properly speaking, this type of discourse, 
deriving the name of its whole from the part, is “stimulating”; the inciting 
type of discourse constitutes the whole of godliness since it engenders in 


1 Pindar, Fragment 194. 2 See Aristotle, Poetics 1.1447a28. 

3 In Greek, ho protreptikos. 4 Ps 72(73):1. 5 In Greek, ho hypothetikos. 

6 In Greek, ho paramythétikos. 

7 Clement here relies on a wordplay: the Greek Jogos denotes both “discourse” and “Word.” 
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the kindred mind a craving for life now and life to come). 4. Since he is 
simultaneously both therapeutic and prescriptive, the Word now follows 
himself and exhorts the person who has been incited and undertakes his 
primary task of curing the passions within us. We should call him by the 
one appropriate title, our Instructor. He is a practical* Instructor, not a 
theoretical one, in that his goal is to improve the soul, not to educate it, and 
to guide it in a life of temperance, not one of knowledge. 

2, 1. Yet this very Word is also a teaching discourse,’ just not now. For the 
discourse that gives clarity and enlightenment in its doctrines is a teach- 
ing discourse. But being concerned with practice, the Instructor begins by 
inciting us to an appropriate attitude toward our character formation, and 
then summons us to the performance of our duties by issuing pure pre- 
cepts and showing us, who come later, examples of those who previously 
went astray. 2. Both are most beneficial. The former, the exhorting kind, is 
beneficial for obedience while the latter in turn takes the two sides of the 
example in a way that corresponds to the previous pairing, so that we may 
imitate what we accept as the example’s good part and avoid what we reject 
as its bad part. 

3, 1. Treating the passions, then, is the next step, as the Instructor for- 
tifies our souls with the examples’ encouragement and guides the infirm 
toward the full knowledge of the truth with benevolent precepts, like 
soothing drugs.'° Health, though, is hardly the same thing as knowledge; 
one is the product of study and the other of treatment. 2. A person still 
sick from a previous illness can’t master any subject of instruction until 
he regains complete health, for each guideline is not always expressed to 
students in the same way as it is to the infirm. To the former, guidelines are 
geared toward knowledge and, to the latter, toward treatment. 3. Then, just 
as those who have sick bodies need a physician, so too do those who have 
enervated souls need an Instructor so that our passions may be healed, and 
only then will he lead us to the Teacher who makes the pure soul ready for 
an aptitude in knowledge and able to receive the Word’s revelation. ‘Trying 
to gradually make us perfect for salvation, the entirely benevolent Word 
uses an appropriate and noble plan for effective training by first exhorting, 
then instructing, and finally teaching. 


8 Reading praktikos instead of proaktikos in the Greek. 
9 In Greek, didaskalikos. A didaskalos was a teacher of advanced students, whereas the 
instructor (paidagogos) taught beginners. 
10 Iliad 4.218. 
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Chapter 2: That the Instructor Stands By Us Because of Our Sins 


4, 1. Our Instructor, you children, is similar to God his Father, whose Son 
he is: sinless, blameless, without passions in his soul, undefiled God in 
human form, a servant to the paternal will, the Word God, the one who is 
in the Father,"' the one who is on the Father’s right side,'? and God in the 
form [of God]." 2. To us, he is the spotless image’ to whom we should try 
with all our might to assimilate our soul,'s even though he is completely 
free of human passions (because he alone is sinless, he is therefore the sole 
judge). For our part, let us try as best we can to sin as little as possible," 
for liberation from the passions and illnesses is of the utmost importance, 
followed by preventing a decline into a routine of sins. 

3. The highest achievement, then, is not sinning at all in any way, a con- 
dition that, we assert, belongs to God. The second highest achievement is 
never intentionally partaking of injustices, which is a feature of the sage. 
The third highest is keeping oneself from ever falling into any number of 
accidental injustices, a characteristic of those who have been instructed 
well.’’ In last place, let us rank the ability to linger in sins for only a brief 
time, for even this is salvific for those summoned to renew the struggle for 
repentance. 

5, 1. By my lights, the Instructor rightly says through Moses, “If some- 
one suddenly dies near [a Nazarite], his consecrated head is immediately 
defiled, and it should be shaved.”"* By “suddenly dies” he means involun- 
tary sin, and he claims that it defiles the soul. For this reason he swiftly 
proposes the treatment by counseling that the head be immediately shaved 
and exhorting those whose mind has a shadow cast over it to depilate the 
hair of ignorance so that naked mind (this is enthroned within one’s head), 
shorn of its shaggy material (that is, vice), may return to its race toward 
repentance. 2. Next, he adds a few more words, saying, “[A Nazarite’s] ear- 
lier days are irrational,”’? by which he means that sins are declared to be 
things that have not occurred in accordance with reason. He says “sud- 
denly” to mean involuntarily, and “irrational” to mean an act of sin. For 


rr Jniq:1r. 12 Acts 7:55. 13 Phil 2:6. 14 Ws 7:26. 

15 The goal of the virtuous life in many ancient philosophical traditions. See, e.g., Plato, 
Theaetetus 176b1; Epictetus, Discourse 2.14.12. 

16 See Epictetus, Discourse 4.12.19. 

17 Philo, On Agriculture 178, also distinguishes between intentional and unintentional sins. 

18 Nm 6:9. 

19 Nm 6:12. The biblical text gives further context: “[A Nazarite’s] earlier days are irra- 
tional [i-e. invalidated], because the head of his vow has been defiled.” 
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this reason, the Word’ as Instructor has taken charge to prevent irrational 
sinning. 3. But consider the following statement from scripture: “On this 
account, the Lord says these things.”*' In the subsequent passage he shows 
his condemnation of a past sinful action, whereupon his just judgment 
follows, and, as if to say, “Had you not sinned, he would not have made 
these threats,” he makes it perfectly plain through the prophets, “On this 


922 


account, the Lord speaks like this,”* and, “Because you haven’t listened to 
these words, on this account the Lord says this,”*} and, “On this account, 
behold! The Lord is speaking.”** The prophetic statement comes about 
“on this account”: on account of obedience, that we may be saved, and on 
account of disobedience, that we may be trained. 

6, 1. Our Instructor, then, is the Word*s who treats the soul’s unnatural 
passions with exhortations. For aid in the case of bodily diseases is properly 
called “medical,” a skill taught by human wisdom.’ But the Father’s Word 
is the only healing physician for human illnesses’ and holy charmer to an 
ailing soul. “My God,” he says, “save your slave, the one who puts his hope 
in you! Lord, have mercy on me, since I will cry out to you all day long!”** 
2. For according to Democritus, “the medical skill treats bodily disease, 
but wisdom separates the soul from the passions.”*? The good Instructor — 
Wisdom, the Word of the Father, the Craftsman of humankind — cares for 
all his handiwork, and humanity’s all-healing physician° treats both body 
and soul. 3. To the paralyzed man the Savior says, “Get up! Go home, and 
take the cot on which you were lying!”3' Immediately the sick man was 
made well. To the dead man he said, “Lazarus, come out!”3? The dead man 
emerged from the ground just as he was before he experienced death, but 
now with training in the resurrection. 4. Yes and what’s more, he even heals 
the soul itself with commandments and endowments. Of course, [he heals] 
with precepts as the occasion arises, but he, being generous with endow- 
ments, says to us sinners, “Your sins are forgiven.” With this sentiment, we 
became his children and received the best and most secure rank from his 
good arrangement, which, on account of humankind, is engaged first with 
solar rotations and cycles around earth and heaven, and the rest of the astral 


20 Again, Clement plays on the semantic range of Jogos: the Word (ho Jogos) is rational (Jogos), 
and that which is irrational (a/ogos) is a sin, that is, contrary to the Word. 

21 Ez13:13,20. 22 Is 30:12. 23 1 Sm 28:18. 24 Jer 7:20. 

25 Clement now returns to the theme introduced at 1.1.1.3. 26 See 1 Cor 2:13. 

27 See Sophocles, Women of Trachis 1208. 28 Ps 85(86):2-3. 

29 An otherwise unknown fragment from Democritus, a pre-Socratic Greek philosopher. 

30 Callimachus, Epigram 46.4. 31 Mtg:6-7. 32 Jn 11:43. = 33, Lk 5:20, 23. 
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cycles, then with humanity itself, on which every effort is spent. His great- 
est achievement is thought to be this, that he directs a human being’s soul 
to prudence and moderation, integrates beauty and a graceful rhythm into 
the body, and infuses humanity’s actions with rectitude and comportment. 


Chapter 3: That the Instructor Is Beneficent 


7, 1. As both human and God, the Lord offers every benefit and every 
service. As God, he forgives our sins; as human, he gradually trains us not 
to sin. Humanity, then, is understandably dear to God, since it indeed is 
his handiwork. As for everything else, God has made them by command 
alone, but he personally manufactured humanity and infused it with a cer- 
tain quality that only he possesses.}+ 2. That which is modeled by him and 
after him, then, must have been either crafted by him because it was special 
to God for its own sake or fashioned as special for the sake of something 
else. 3. Well, if humanity is special for its own sake, then God, being good, 
loved something good; in this case, there would be something intrinsically 
attractive in humanity, which would be called God’s infusion. But if human- 
ity was special for the sake of other things, God would have had no reason 
to create it except that, without the existence of humanity, neither could he 
have been a good craftsman nor could humanity have come to a knowledge 
of God (for God would not have created the thing for which humanity 
existed in any other way unless humanity was going to come into existence). 
God brought to fruition the concealed might that he already possessed — 
his will — through the external power of creation, taking from humanity the 
very reason for making humanity.’> He saw what it possessed and what he 
intended came to exist. For there is nothing that God cannot do. 

8, 1. The humanity that God has made, then, is special for its own 
sake, but what is special for its own sake is akin to the one to whom it is 
special for its own sake, and to him it is both acceptable and worthy of 
love. But wouldn’t someone love that which is worthy of its love? That 
humanity is worthy of love has been confirmed; consequently, God loves 
humanity. 2. For how could it not be loved, given that it was the reason 
for which the only-begotten Word of faith is dispatched from the Father’s 


34 See Gn 2:7. 
35 The Greek is awkward here. The phrase literally reads, “taking from a human being that 
which he has made a human being” (/abon para anthropou hon pepoieken anthropon). 
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bosom?:° That he is the faith in superabundance, the Lord himself plainly 
acknowledges and states, “The Father himself loves you because you have 
loved me,”>’ and again he says, “And you adored them just as you adored 
me.”3* 3. Consequently, what the Instructor wants and what he promises, as 
well as his attitude in deed and word, advising what one must do and forbid- 
ding the opposite,*? is already somewhat clear. It is plain, then, that the other 
mode of discourse — the teaching discourse — is subtle and spiritual, clings to 
precision, and involves higher vision; it goes beyond our current focus. 

g, I. It is our duty to return love to the one who lovingly guides us in the 
best life, to live by the edicts of his resolution, and to perform the Instructor’s 
works in accordance with our likeness to him, not only by executing his 
orders or observing his prohibitions but also by turning away from some 
examples and imitating others as much as we can, so that the phrase “accord- 
ing to image and according to likeness”4° may be fulfilled. 2. Since we wander 
in a deep darkness, we require an infallible and exact guide in life. The best 
guide is not a blind person leading the blind into the pit, as the scripture 
says,’ but the Word who sees keenly and who sees clearly?’ what lies in our 
hearts.#3 3. Accordingly, just as that which does not illuminate is not light, 
and that which does not cause motion is not a mover, and that which does 
not love is not loving, neither is something good that is unprofitable and 
does not lead us to salvation. 4. Let us, then, love the commandments by 
doing the works of the Lord (for even the Word itself, when it visibly became 
flesh,++ displayed the same virtue, which is simultaneously practical and the- 
oretical+5) and, understanding that the Word is in fact our Law, let us realize 
that his commandments and counsels are concise and condensed paths to 
eternity. For the prescriptions are full of persuasion rather than fear. 


Chapter 4: That the Word Is Instructor for 
Men and Women in Equal Measure 


to, 1. For this reason, let us accordingly surrender ourselves to the Lord, 
welcoming noble obedience more and more, holding fast to the firmest of 
ropes — faith in him — and recognizing that virtue is the same for a man and 


36 Jn 1:18. = 37 Jn 16:27. 38 Jn 17:23. 

39 See Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta 3.314, 326; Philo, On the Migration of Abraham 130; 
Philo, Life of Moses 2.4. 

4o Gn 1:26. 41 See Mt 15:14. 42 See Plato, Laws 7.809a. 

43 See Jer 17:10; Rom 8:27. 44 Jn 1:14. 

45 See Philo, Alegorical Interpretation 1.57; Musonius Rufus, Discourse 6. 
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a woman. 2. For if there is one God for both of them, so too is there one 
Instructor of both. There is one church, one temperance, and one rever- 
ence. They share food, and marriage is a union. Respiration, sight, hear- 
ing, knowledge, hope, obedience, and love — all these are similar for both. 
For those whose life is shared, so too is their grace shared, their salvation 
shared, and their virtue and training shared. 3. For he says, “In this age, 
they marry and are given to marriage” (in fact, only in this age is the female 
distinguished from the male) “but not in the age to come,”** where the 
advantages of this shared and holy life of union do not belong to male and 
female, but are reserved for any human being who has separated himself or 
herself from the desire that divided it in two.*” 

11, 1. Therefore, the common term for men and women is “human 
being.” For this reason, I think that the Athenians used the term “child”s* 
to jointly designate not only the male but also the female, if the comic poet 
Menander in his Rhapizomené strikes anyone as trustworthy when he states, 
“My little daughter”; for, by nature, the child is really quite beneficent.+9 

In fact, for simplicity’s sake, “lambs” is a common designation for any 
male or female living thing. “he Lord is our shepherd”*° forever, amen. 
“Sheep (or anything else at all, for that matter) should not live without a 
shepherd, and children should not live without the Instructor, or servants 
without their master.”>' 


Chapter 13: That as Right Action Arises in Accord with Right 
Reason, So Too Conversely Is Sin Contrary to Reason 


tor, 1. This is what sin is: everything contrary to right reason. For exam- 
ple, the philosophers* claim that the principal passions are divided like this: 
desire is an appetite that disobeys reason, fear is an aversion that disobeys 
reason, pleasure is an elation of the soul that disobeys reason, and grief is a 
contraction of the soul that disobeys reason. If, consequently, disobedience 


46 Lk 20:34-35. 

47 The idea seems to be that desire (epithymia) split the original, androgynous human being 
into male and female. Divorcing oneself from desire, then, is the means by which one 
recovers the primal androgyny. 

48 In Greek, “child” (paidarion) is a neuter noun (it is not gendered), in contradistinction to 
“son” (buios), a masculine noun, and “daughter” (thugater), a feminine noun. 

49 Menander, Fragment 361. 50 Ps23:1. 51 Plato, Laws 7.8084. 

52 The following taxonomy of the soul’s passions closely mirrors that of the Stoic philoso- 
phers. See for instance, Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers 7.111; Cicero, 
Tusculan Disputations 4.11-4.14; Pseudo-Andronicus, On the Passions 1-5. 
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to reason is the generative cause of sin, how isn’t it necessary that obedi- 
ence to the Word,%3 which we of course call faith, is the productive cause 
of what is called “right action”?s+ 2. For indeed virtue itself is a disposition 
of the soul in harmony with reason throughout the whole of one’s life. 
Above all, as the most important point, they define philosophy itself as 
devotion to rightness of reason, so that every offense that occurs because 
of a gross failure of reason is necessarily and reasonably designated as a sin. 
3. For example, when the first person sinned and disobeyed God, it says 
that “he was made similar to the animals.”55 By sinning against reason, the 
person was reasonably thought to be irrational and made similar to the 
animals. 102, 1. Wisdom also speaks on this point: “A stallion is a lover of 
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pleasure and an adulterer”®* and it was made similar to an irrational animal. 
Wherefore, it further adds, “It neighs at everyone who sits upon it.”57 
It means that the person no longer speaks, for the one who sins against 
reason** is no longer rational, but in fact an irrational beast, given up to 
desires*? on which all pleasures sit. 

2. The followers of the Stoics give an action made in accordance with 
obedience to reason the name “proper” and “obligatory.”°° What is obliga- 
tory then is also proper, and obedience is built upon commandments. Being 
the same as precepts in that they have truth as their goal, they instruct us in 
our desired objective, which is regarded as the end.*' The end of godliness 
is eternal repose in God; our end is the beginning of eternity. 3. Of course, 
the proper exercise of godliness is the enacting of one’s duty through works, 
on which basis duties are reasonably associated with actions, not words. 
The action of the Christian soul is the activity of rational truth enacted 
through its partner and ally, the body, according to a refined sense of judg- 
ment and appetite. Our duty in life is [to foster] a single intention that 
conforms to God and Christ, and this is accomplished in eternal life. For 


53 Or “reason.” 54 In Greek, kathekon. 55 Ps 48(49): 13(12), 48(49): 21(20). 

56 Sir 33:6a. Either the text is corrupt or Clement incorrectly quotes Sirach, which reads, 
“A stallion is like a mocking friend” (hippos eis ocheian hos philos mokos). Clement supplies 
“a lover of pleasure and an adulterer” (ho philedonos kai ho moichos). As amended, it suits 
his argument; the original, however, fails to pertain to the subject. 

57 Sir 33:6b. Clement correctly quotes the second half of the verse. 

58 Or “the Word.” — 59 See Rom 1:24. 

60 See Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Eminent Philosophers 7.108. An obligatory act 
(kathekon) is that which is reasonable according to nature (e.g. keeping one’s health); a 
proper act (prosékon) is that which is reasonable within society (e.g. taking care of one’s 
parents). Both are virtuous. 

61 In Greek, telos. The term’s philosophical usage connotes a sense of culmination. 
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the life of Christians, in which we are now being instructed, is an ordered 
system of rational actions, that is, the infallible practice of the Word’s® 
teachings, which we in fact call faith. 103, 1. The ordered system consists 
of the Lord’s commandments, which, being of course divine notions, are 
inscribed within us as spiritual precepts, arranged for ourselves and our 
neighbors. Indeed, even the latter bounce back to us again, like a ball that 
returns to its thrower due to its solid nature.®} For this reason, duties are 
also necessary for divine instruction, as orders issued by God and offered 
for our salvation. 2. Since some of these necessities pertain only to life here, 
while others ready us for flight from this life to living well over there,“ 
some of our duties, by analogy, are imposed for living, while others for 
living well. And so whatever is issued for ordinary life has been made public 
for the masses. But as for what relates to living well, from which eternal life 
results, one can contemplate those matters, in a general outline, by reading 
the scriptures themselves. 


62 Or “reason’s.” 

63 The idea here seems to be that what goes around comes around. Just as a ball bounced 
on the ground comes back up into the thrower’s hands, so too do virtues practiced by 
someone pay off in how that person is treated by others. 

64 That is, in eternal life. 
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Teachings of Silvanus, Nag Hammadi 
Codex VII, Work 4 


Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


This short manual of advice and teaching was found among the texts dis- 
covered near Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in 1945. Because many of the other 
texts found there were quickly classified as “gnostic” — by which some 
scholars mean “strange,” or “esoteric,” while others mean “heretical” or 
“unorthodox” — the Teachings of Silvanus were first thought of as gnostic. 
The content of the teachings also caused scholars to lean toward classify- 
ing them this way: “knowledge” is a key feature of the advice given here, 
and it is easy to take that focus on knowledge as a marker of an abstract, 
overly intellectual type of ethical teaching. But the Teachings of Silvanus 
offer advice that is not all that different from other kinds of advice given to 
students in antiquity, especially students who studied philosophy. The fact 
that this teacher points to Christ as an example of wisdom and often makes 
allusion to Christian scriptures, as well as the fact that part of this text later 
survived under the name of one of the most beloved Christian figures from 
late antiquity, Antony of Egypt, should help us see it as representative of 
important strains of teaching within early Christianity. 

In structure, the text has two modes: the teacher first offers the student 
direct commands, and then explains what the results of following those 
commands will be. Combined, these directions and explanations are meant 
to help the student navigate the challenges posed by the opposition of the 
Evil One, sometimes called the Adversary. The teacher’s guidance helps 
with other, less obvious opponents as well, such as the student’s own pas- 
sions and distractions. The text has no firm date other than the dating, to 
the middle of the fourth century, of the codex in which it was found. 
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This translation is based on the Coptic edition of Malcolm Peel, Nag 
Hammadi Codex VII (Leiden: Brill, 1996), 278-368. I have adopted the inter- 
nal numbering of the folios from Peel’s edition, but I have also made para- 
graph divisions, setting apart lists of commands for the ease of the reader. 


TRANSLATION 
The teachings of Silvanus: 


Let go of all the trappings of youth and achieve strength of the mind 
and the soul. 

Declare war on all the senselessness arising from erotic passion and evil 
wickedness and vainglory and irascibility and wearisome envy and 
anger and wrath and lust and avarice. 

Protect your encampment with weapons and spears. 

Brace yourself with all the soldiers — words — and the rulers — counsels — 
with your own [85] mind as governor. 

My child, cast out every robber from your gates. 


Watch over all your gates with torches — words — and you will gain by 
means of all these things a life that exists in repose. The one who does not 
guard against these things, however, will become like a deserted city that 
has been occupied: all the wild beasts have trampled it underfoot (for the 
thoughts which are not good are evil wild beasts) and your city will be full 
of robbers. You will not be able to gain any peace; you will only draw all the 
wild savage beasts. The Evil One, a tyrant, acts as master of these things, 
guiding the attack while remaining mired in the muck. The entire city — 
your soul - will be ruined. 


Withdraw from all these things, O suffering soul! 

Bring the guide and the teacher into yourself — the guide is the mind, 
while the teacher is reason — and they will bring you out of ruin and 
dangers. 

Listen, my child, to my advice: do not show your back to your enemies 
as you flee, but rather pursue your enemies as if you were a formidable 
person. [86] 

Do not become an animal, with people pursuing you, but rather become 
a person who pursues the evil wild beasts, lest they overpower you and 
trample you underfoot like something dead, and you are thus annihi- 
lated by their evil. 
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O suffering person, what will you do if you fall into their hands? 

Watch over yourself lest you be given into the clutches of your enemies. 

Give yourself instead into the hands of this pair of two friends — reason 
and the mind — and no one will overpower you. 


May God inhabit your encampment, may his spirit guard your gates, and 
may the mind of divinity guard the walls. May holy reason become a torch 
in your mind, burning up the kindling — all sin. 

Whenever you do these things, my child, you will overpower all your 
enemies. They will not be able to make war against you, nor will they 
oppose you, or even be able to step into your path. For when you discover 
them, you will despise them as deniers of truth. They will speak to you, 
begging you and petitioning you, unafraid [87] of you, in fact, but fearing 
those who dwell within you — the protectors of the divinity and the teach- 
ing. My child, claim the education and the teaching — do not flee from the 
education and the teaching! Instead, when you are taught, claim it in joy, 
and when you are educated in every thing, become a doer of good. You will 
weave for yourself a wreath of education by your guide. 


Wear the holy teaching as a garment. 

Make yourself noble by good conduct. 

Acquire the austerity of good order. 

Examine yourself as would a wise judge. 

Do not stray from my teaching, and do not produce ignorance for your- 
self, lest you cause your people to stray. 

Do not flee from the divine entity and the teaching in you, for the one 
who teaches you loves you deeply; he will appoint for you a worthy 
austerity. 

The animal nature that is in you? Cast it out! And the bad thought? Do 
not permit it to enter you! 


It would be good for you to recognize the way in which I am teaching 
you. If, in your perspective, it is good to rule the few, how much better 
would it be when you [88] rule over everyone — being greater than every 
congregation and every people, exalted in every way with divine reason — 
and become master over every soul-killing power? My child, does anyone 
really desire to be a slave? Why then do you disturb yourself so badly? 


My child, do not fear anything except God alone, the exalted one. 
The villainy of the devil? Cast it outside you. 
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Accept the light into your eyes and cast away the darkness. 
Conduct yourself in Christ, and you will gain treasures in heaven. 


Do not become stuffed with a mishmash of useless things, and do not 
become a guide in your own blind ignorance. My child, listen to my good 
and trustworthy teaching and recover from the drowsiness that weighs 
heavy upon you. Come away from sleep — it is what fills you with darkness. 

If you had no power to do anything, I would not say these things to you. 
Christ, though, has come to give you this gift. Why do you pursue the dark- 
ness if light has been appointed for you? Why would you drink putrid water 
when sweet water has been appointed for you? Wisdom summons you, [89] 
and you wish for senselessness. It is not by your will that you do these things, 
but rather it is the animal nature in you that does them. Wisdom summons 
you in her role as Christ, saying, “All of you, O senseless ones, come to me and 
receive the gift of good and superior understanding. I give you a high priest’s 
garment, which is woven with all wisdom.” What is the evil death except 
unknowing? What is the evil darkness except knowledge of forgetting? 


Cast your care on God alone. 

Do not become a lover of gold and silver; there is no profit in them. 
Instead, cover yourself with wisdom like a garment. 

Place knowledge on your head like a wreath. 


Sit on the throne of sensibility, since these things are yours, and you will 
receive them on high once more. A senseless person, though, wears sense- 
lessness as a garment and shame like a mourning gown; he places a wreath 
of unknowing on his own head and he sits on the throne of unknowing. 
Since he is without reason, [go] he leads only himself astray. He is guided 
by unknowing, and he follows the paths of desire in every passion. He is 
adrift in the desires of life and he has sunk down to the depths. He thinks 
that he finds profit while doing all the things in which there is no profit. 
The suffering person who dives into all these things will die, since he does 
not have the mind to act as guide. Instead, he is like a boat which the wind 
casts from side to side, or like a horse that has got loose and has no rider. 
He lacked a rider — reason. The suffering person went astray because he 
did not seek advice. He was cast about by three evil things: he gained death 
as a father, unknowing as a mother, and evil advice as friends and brothers. 


Therefore, senseless person, cry for yourself! 
From this moment, my child, turn back to your divinity. 
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These evil, deceitful friends — cast them out of you! 
Claim instead Christ, the true friend [g1] and good teacher. 
Cast out death, that thing that has become your father. 


For death did not exist in the past, nor will it exist at the end of time. 
But after you cast out from yourself God, the holy father, the true life, 
the source of life, you thereupon inherited death as a father and gained 
unknowing as a mother. They have defrauded you of true knowledge. 

‘Turn, instead, my child, to your first father, God, and wisdom, your 
mother — she is the one in whom you have existed from the very first in 
order that you fight all your enemies, the powers of the adversary. 


Listen, my child, to my advice. 

Do not become haughty against every good opinion, but claim the side 
of the divinity of reason. 

Keep the holy commandments of Jesus Christ, and you will act as king 
over every place on the earth. 

You will also be honored by the angels and the archangels, and thus you 
will gain them as friends and friendly servants. In this way, too, you 
will achieve places in heaven. 

Do not bring sadness to the divine entity [92] inside you with troubles, 
but rather cultivate it and ask it to cause you to remain holy. 

Exercise self-control in your soul and your body, and you will become a 
throne of wisdom and a person in the house of God — he will give you 
a great light through it. 

Above all, know your birth. 


Know yourself: of what substance are you? And of what race are you? 
And of what species are you? Understand that you have come into existence 
from three races: from the earth, from that which is formed, and from that 
which is forged. It is the body that has come into existence from the earth, 
being substantially earth itself. As for what is formed, it existed on account 
of the soul from the thought of the divine entity. The forged is the mind, 
that which came into existence according to the image of God.' The divine 
mind, on the one hand, possesses substance from the divine entity. The soul, 
on the other, is that which he has formed in their hearts alone. I think that it 
acts as wife to that which came into existence according to the image.’ The 
body, for its part, is that which came into being from the earth; its substance 


1 SeeGn1:26. 2 That is to say, the soul acts as wife to the mind. 
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is material. When you mix yourself, you produce the [93] three parts, as you 
fall from virtue down to insignificance. 


Conduct yourself according to the mind. 
Do not think on the things that belong to the flesh. 
Gain strength, because the mind is a formidable thing. 


When you fall from this other one, you have become male-female. If 
you cast out from yourself the substance of the mind — rational thought — 
then you have cut out the male, and you have turned solely female. You 
have become something soulish, having accepted the substance of the 
formed. If you cast out the other small one so that you do not produce 
for yourself a human part again, but instead have accepted for yourself 
the animal thought and the animal likeness, then you have become fleshly, 
having accepted an animal nature. It is difficult to find a soulish person — 
how much more difficult is it to find the Lord? I am saying that God is that 
which is spiritual. The human being is the one who takes form from the 
substance of God. The divine soul participates in this one partially, but the 
soul also participates partially in the flesh. The weak soul is turned from 
side to side; what does it suppose is the truth? Human being, it is good for 
you [94] to orient yourself to the human rather than orient yourself to the 
animal nature. (I am speaking about the fleshly.) You will take on the like- 
ness of the place to which you orient yourself. 

Let me say something else to you: for what will you be eager of heart? 
Did you wish to act as an animal when you came into existence in this 
sort of nature? Instead, you should wish to participate in life’s true nature. 
Animality will, of course, steer you down to the race of the earth. The 
rational nature, though, will steer you after rational patterns. Orient your- 
self to the rational nature and cast out from yourself the nature born of 
earth. O persistent soul, be sober and shake off drunkenness, which is to 
say, the act of unknowing. When you stubbornly conduct yourself accord- 
ing to the body, you will dwell in boorishness. But when you came down 
into a bodily production, you were born. You came into existence inside the 
bridal chamber, and you were illumined in the mind. My child, do not exist 
as if you were floating upon a body of water and do not become corrupted 
in alien knowledge. 

Do you not know that [95] the contrivances of the Adversary are not 
small and that his means for bewitching are various? Such means have 
defrauded even the intelligent person — indeed, with the cunning of a 


18 


Teachings of Silvanus, Nag Hammadi Codex VII 


snake! It is fitting that you become convinced of the cunning of these two: 
the cunning of the snake and the innocence of the dove.} Otherwise, he 
can come into you in the form of one who persuades, as a true friend who 
says to you: “I am giving you advice about what is good.” Were you not to 
recognize his villainy, you could have accepted him into yourself as a true 
friend! He casts evil thoughts into your heart as if they were good; hypoc- 
risy as if it were steadfast thinking; avarice in the form of frugal economy; 
love of glory in the form of that which is beautiful; pretension and boasting 
in the form of a great austerity; and godlessness in the manner of a great 
godliness. [96] (For the one saying “I have many gods” will be godless.) 
He casts in your heart flimsy knowledge in the form of mystical words. 

Who is it that can grasp his thoughts and his various tricks? He is a great 
mind for those who desire to accept him as king. My child, how will you 
be able to comprehend his thoughts or soul-killing counsel? For his tricks 
and the contrivances of his wickedness are many. And how will you be able 
to discern his gates, namely, the way in which he will enter into your soul 
and the garment in which he will enter your 

Accept Christ for yourself. 

He is the one who has the power to release you; he is the one who has 
accepted into himself the tricks of the Adversary so that, through those very 
tricks, he will destroy him cunningly. For this one is the king whom you 
have and whom none has ever overpowered. This is the one against whom 
none is able to fight nor even speak. This one is your king and your father; 
there is none like him. The divine teacher is with you at [97] every moment, 
acting as a helper. He joins you on account of the good that is inside you. 

Do not permit a word of wickedness to enter your judgment, for every 
wicked person does harm to his own heart. A senseless person will generally 
go down alone to his own destruction, but a wise person knows his path. 
A senseless person generally does not refrain from speaking mystically, but 
a wise person does not spit out every word; instead, he will consider the 
listeners. 


Do not spit out every word when you are near to those who are unknown 
to you. 

Appoint for yourself a multitude of friends, but not [a multitude of ] 
counselors. 


3 Mt 10:16. 
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Judge first by your own counsel, and do not honor just any person who 
petitions you. Their speech is sweet like honey, but their heart is full of 
hellebore. For whenever they are thought to have become steadfast friends, 
it is then that they will turn against you deceitfully and cast you down 
into the muck. Do not trust yourself to anyone as a friend, for this entire 
world in fact came into existence deceitfully, and every person is himself 
disturbed. None of the things [98] of the world are profitable — indeed, 
they exist in vain. None is a friend, nor is any a brother; rather each one 
seeks its own benefit. My child, do not appoint anyone for yourself as a 
friend, and in the case that you do acquire a friend, do not entrust yourself 
to him. Entrust yourself to God alone, as father and as friend. For all peo- 
ple walk deceitfully; the whole earth is filled with labors and grief, these 
things in which there is no profit. If you wish to pass your life quietly, do 
not walk with anyone. Even if you do walk with them, act as if you are not 
walking with them. Act instead in order to be pleasing to God, and you will 
not have need of anyone. 

Conduct yourself with Christ and he will save you, because he is the true 
light and the sun of life. Just like the sun, which shines and lights the eyes 
of the flesh, so too is Christ: he illumines every mind and the heart. Since 
a wicked person who is in the body experiences an evil death, how much 
more is this the case for the one whose mind is blind? Every blind person 
walks in a way that seems [99] like that of a person with an unstable mind. 
He does not take pleasure in gaining the light of Christ, which is reason. 
For every thing which is manifest is itself a symbol of something hidden. 
Just as a fire can burn in a place, but is not bound to that place, so too is the 
sun in the heaven, all of whose rays reach to earthly places. This is also how 
Christ is: he has a single reality yet he illuminates every place. Additionally 
he speaks in our minds in the pattern of a lamp, burning and illuminating 
the place. While in one part of the soul, he illuminates all the parts. 

I will also say something even better than this: the mind, in reality, is in 
a place, which is in the body. Conceptually, though, the mind occupies no 
place. For really, how could it exist in a place, when it contemplates every 
place? I will say something still more elevated: do not think in your heart 
that God exists in a place. If you put the master of all [100] in a place, it 
would be fitting for you to say that the place is superior to the one who 
dwells in the place because that which contains is superior to that which is 
contained. No place is called “bodiless,” and so it is not right for us to say 
that God is a body, for the consequence is that we would have to grant both 
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growth and diminishment of the body, and further, that one who suffers 
from these will not persist in indestructability. 

On the other hand, it is not difficult to know the creator of every crea- 
ture, but it is impossible to grasp its likeness. It is not only difficult for 
people to comprehend God, but it is in fact difficult for every divine nature, 
angels and archangels, to do so. It is necessary to know God as he exists. It 
is not possible for you to know God through anyone except Christ. It is he 
who has the image of the father, and this image manifests the true likeness. 
With respect to what is manifest, a king is generally not recognized apart 
from his image. Think about these things with respect to God: he exists 
in every place and yet is in no place. That is, according to power [101] he 
is in every place, but according to divinity he is in no place. This way, it 
is possible to know God in some small way. With respect to his power, he 
pervades every place, but there is nothing that contains the height of his 
divinity. Every one exists in God, but God, for his part, is not in anything. 

For what would it be to know God? Everything in the truth is God. It 
is impossible to visualize Christ like one would visualize the sun. God sees 
everyone, but none visualize him. But Christ, lacking envy, receives and he 
gives. He is the light of the father, illuminating while lacking envy. This is 
how he illuminates every place. Christ is all, the one who inherited all from 
the one who exists. For all is Christ. It is separate from corruption. When 
you think about sin, it is not a substance. The thought of incorruptibility 
is Christ, and he is the light that shines undefiled. For the sun is in every 
impure place and yet it is not defiled. This is the way of Christ: when he is 
in the lack, he is yet without lack; and when he has been begotten, [102] 
he is yet an unbegotten thing. This is the way of Christ: when he is com- 
prehended, according to his reality, he is an incomprehensible thing. Christ 
is all. The one who does not possess all is not capable of knowing Christ. 

My child, do not dare to say a word regarding this one, nor should you 
make for yourself mental images of the God of all. 

For condemner will not be condemned by condemner.‘ It is in fact good 
to seek and to understand who God is. Reason and the mind are a masculine 
name. Let the one who wishes to know about this ask quietly and fearfully 
because it is no small risk to speak regarding these things. You are aware 
that you will be judged according to all the things you say. Regarding this, 


4 This sentence could also be “For the condemned will not be condemned by the one who 
is condemned.” 
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know that the one who is in the darkness will not be able to see anything, 
as he does not receive light in order that he might see. 

Examine yourself — are you entirely in possession of the light? — so that 
when you ask about these things, you will know how you might escape. 
Many are those who seek in the darkness; they grope around, wishing to 
know why light has not been appointed for them. 

My [103] child, do not allow your mind to gaze downward, but instead 
let it look up to heaven in the light. For the light is coming from heaven at 
every moment. Even if one is on the earth, let him seek out and flee toward 
heaven. Hluminate your mind in the light of heaven, in order that you will 
change into the light of heaven. 

Do not become weary as you petition at the door of reason, and do not 
depart from walking on the path of Christ. Walk on it so that you will 
receive rest from your weariness! If you walk on another path, there will be 
no profit in it for you. For, indeed, those who walk on the broad path will 
go down to the corruption of the mire at their demise, because Hell is wide 
for the soul and the place of corruption is broad. Take Christ, the difficult 
path! He is afflicted and he bears grief on account of your sin. 

O stubborn soul, you exist in such unknowing! Who guides you down 
into darkness? Because of you, how many likenesses has Christ taken on? 
Existing as divinity, he came into [104] humanity as a human being. He 
descended to Hell and he released those born of death. “They travailed,” is 
how the writing of God put it, and he sealed its heart, broke its strong bows 
completely; when all the powers saw him, they fled, the result being that he 
could bring you, suffering one, up from the depth and die on your behalf 
as a ransom for your sin. He saved you from the formidable hand of Hell. 
Though it is hard, you, for your part, should dedicate your intention to 
him, even in a single footstep, so that he will receive you joyfully. For inten- 
tion is the gift of Christ, which is purity of heart. A heart which is humbled 
is an acceptable sacrifice. When you humble yourself, you will be elevated 
all the more, and when you elevate yourself, you will be humbled greatly. 

My child, guard yourself against wickedness, and do not allow the spirit 
of wickedness to cast you down to the depth. He is crazy and he is bitter. 
He frightens and he casts every person down into the pit of muck. It is a 
great and good thing to not love fornication and to not give thought to 
suffering [105] at all, for to give it thought is death. It does no good for any 
person to fall into death, for a soul that has fallen into death will be without 
reason. It is better not to live than to live as an animal. 
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Watch yourself, lest you burn in the fires of fornication.’ Many of those 
who are trapped in the fire act as its servants. Do you not know that these 
ones are your enemies? O my child, lay aside the old garment of fornication 
and clothe yourself in the shining tunic in which you become beautiful. 
When you have this garment, keep a close watch on it. 

Release yourself from every fetter in order that you gain freedom. When 
you cast aside desire, whose tricks are numerous, you release yourself from 
the sins of pleasure. 

Listen, soul, to my advice: do not become a nest of foxes and snakes, nor 
a hole for serpents and vipers, nor a den for lions, nor a refuge for basi- 
lisk-snakes. When these things happen to you, soul, what will you do? For 
these things are [106] the powers of the Adversary; every dead thing will 
enter you through them, for their food is every dead thing and every impu- 
rity. When these exist in you, what living thing will enter you? The living 
angels will take you to be an abomination. Having come into existence as a 
temple, you made yourself a grave. 


Quit being a grave and be a temple again, so that uprightness and divin- 
ity will remain in you. 

Light the light within you — do not extinguish it! — for no one lights a 
lamp for the beasts nor their children. 


Your dead who have died? Raise them, for they were alive and have died 
on account of you! Give them life, and again they will live. For Christ 
is the tree of life; he is wisdom. In fact, he is both wisdom and reason. He 
is the life and the power and the door. He is the light and the angel and the 
good shepherd.° 

Entrust yourself to this one who is all on your account. 

Knock on yourself just as you would a door, and walk in yourself as you 
would in an upright path. For when you walk in the path, it is not possible 
for you to experience deception [107] and when you knock on this one, 
you are knocking on hidden treasures. Because he exists as wisdom, he 
makes the senseless person wise. It is a holy kingdom and a shining gar- 
ment. His giving you great honor is like much gold. The wisdom of God 
came into existence as a type of fool on your account, in order that it might 
take you, the senseless one, and make you wise.’ Life died on your account 


5 See 1 Cor 7:9. 
6 All titles drawn from passages in the Gospel of John. 7 See 1 Cor 2. 


23 


PART I: EDUCATION 


when he was a powerless thing, so that through his death he might give 
you, the dying person, life. 

‘Trust yourself to reason, and withdraw from animality. For the animal is 
clearly that which does not possess reason. There are many who think they 
possess reason, but when you observe them, their speech is an instance of 
animality. Grant yourself zeal from the true grapevine of Christ.® Satisfy 
your thirst with the true wine, in which no drunkenness exists nor any 
error. It still has the result of drink, however, in that it gives zeal of heart 
to the soul and the mind in the spirit of God. [108] But first isolate your 
thoughts while you have not yet drunk from it. 


Do not slay yourself with the sword of sin. 

Do not burn yourself, suffering one, with the fire of pleasure. 

Do not entrust yourself to the barbarians, like prisoners do, nor to the beasts 
of the field, who wish to trample you — they are loudly roaring lions! 

Do not act dead, lest they trample you. 


If you act as a human being, you will have power in thought to over- 
power them. For the human being who does not act in any way is not wor- 
thy of human rationality. Human rationality is that which fears God, and 
the one who fears God does nothing audacious, because he keeps himself 
from doing anything audacious. This is the one who protects his governor. 
Indeed, though he is a human being existing on earth, he resembles God. 
‘The one who resembles God is the one who does nothing unworthy of 
God, according to the voice of Paul, who himself came to resemble Christ.’ 

Who reveres God, yet does not seek to do the things that please God? 
The service of God [109] exists in the heart. The service of God from the 
heart is every soul that is close to God. The soul in God’s household is kept 
holy; the soul that wears Christ is a holy entity, and it is not possible for 
it to perform sin. Wherever Christ is, sin is annulled. May Christ himself 
come into your world, and may he annul every power that has entered into 
you. May he come into the temple inside you in order to cast out all the 
merchants. May he dwell in the temple that exists within you and may you 
become for him both priest and Levite, entering the temple in purity. 

Blessed is the soul who finds this one in the temple! And blessed all the 
more is the soul when it does his service! For God will destroy the one who 
defiles the temple of God.’° You uncover yourself, O human being, when 


8 See Jn 15:1. 9 See Gal 2:20. 10 r Cor 3:17. 
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you cast this one out of your temple. Whenever the enemies of God do not 
see Christ in you, then they come into you, prepared to trample you. 

O, my child, I have commanded you about these things many times 
[x10] so you might guard your soul in every moment. You will not be the 
one who casts him out of yourself, but rather he will cast you out! And you, 
for your part, when you flee him, you will fall into a great sin. Yes, you: if 
you flee his clutches, you will become food for your enemies. For every 
inferior thing flees its master. But the thing that is inferior in both virtue 
and wisdom generally flees the hands of Christ! Every person who goes off 
on his own falls into the hands of wild beasts. 

Who is Christ? Know him and you will acquire him as a friend. He is a 
genuine friend; he is also God and the teacher. He is something divine that 
became human for your sake. He is the one who dissolved the iron bars 
and bronze bolts of Hell. He is the one who beat and flung down every 
arrogant tyrant. It is he who dissolved the chains that he had seized. He 
brought the poor up from the abyss and those who grieved up from Hell. 
It is he who humbled the arrogant powers. It is he who shamed arrogance 
through humility. It is he who flung down the strong one and the braggart 
through weakness. It is he who despised that [111] which is thought to be 
an honor by means of his own disparagement in order that humility for the 
sake of God would become exceedingly exalted. It is he who covered him- 
self with humanity, but the divine word is still God, the one who supports 
humanity in every moment. He sought to create humility in the exalted 
person. It is he who exalted humanity, as he came into existence in resem- 
blance of God — not to bring God down to the level of humanity, but to 
cause humanity to resemble God. Oh how great is the goodness of God! O 
Christ the king, who uncovered for human beings the greatness of divinity! 
King of every virtue and the king of life, the king of the great one of the 
heavens — listen to my words and forgive me these things! 

Again, he uncovered a great and divine intention. Where is the wise 
or powerfully intelligent person, or where is the person whose tricks are 
numerous, because he knows wisdom? Let him speak wisdom and let him 
send forth great pride! For every person who acts like a fool speaks from 
his own knowledge. He disrupted the counsel of those who use trickery, 
and he reached the wise in their own intelligence. Who will be able to 
discover the counsel of the all-powerful, or to speak divinity, or to proclaim 
it properly? [112] If we have not been able to grasp the counsel of those 
near us, who is he who will be able truly to grasp divinity, or the divinities 
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of the heavens? If we have difficulty finding things upon the earth, who is 
it that will examine the things that belong to heaven? 

A great might and a great glory have made manifest the world. And the 
life of heaven wishes to make all things new, so it casts out that which is weak 
along with every black garment in order that every person may shine forth 
in the clothing of the heavens (shining intensely, they reveal the command of 
the Father) and in order that he give a wreath to those who seek to wrestle 
successfully. Christ, acting as the judge of the contest, is the one who gives a 
wreath to every one. He teaches everyone to wrestle, since it is he who first 
wrestled: he received his wreath, gained strength, and manifested, giving light 
to every one. It is the all that was made new in the Holy Spirit and the mind. 

The Lord, the almighty: how much glory will I give you? No one has 
ever been able to give glory to God in the way he actually exists. You, 
merciful God, are the one who gave glory to your Word so that all might 
be saved. He is the one who came from your mouth and your heart: the 
first born, the wisdom, the prototype, the first light. For he is light from 
[113] the power of God. And he is an outpouring of the holy glory of the 
all-powerful, and a holy mirror of the operation of God, and the image 
of his goodness." For even the light of the light is forever. He is the fac- 
ulty of vision that gazes on the unseen Father, performing service in every 
moment and being formed in the desire of the Father. He is the one who 
alone was produced in the desire of the Father, for he is an incompre- 
hensible instance of reason, and wisdom, and life. He brings to life and 
nourishes all the living beings and the powers, just as the soul brings to 
life all members; he rules all with power and brings them to life. For he 
is the origin and end of every one, guarding all and encircling them. He 
suffers on behalf of every one and he rejoices; he also grieves. He grieves, 
of course, regarding the ones who have inherited the place of punishment. 
But he also suffers for every one of those whom he brings laboriously to 
instruction. He rejoices with every one who exists in purity. 

So watch yourself lest you fall into the hands of robbers — do not give 
your eyes over to sleep, nor your eyelids to drooping’’ — so that you might 
be saved, like a gazelle from snares, or like a [114] bird from a trap." 

Wrestle in the great contest so long as the contest continues. All the 
powers will be astounded at you, not only the holy ones, but all the other 
powers of the Adversary. Woe to you, in the event they overpower you in 


11 See Ws 7:26. 12 See Ps 132:4. 13 See Prv 6:5. 
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the midst of everyone who watches you. When you wrestle in the contest 
and you overpower the powers that fight against you, you will give great 
joy to every holy one. What is more, you will give great grief to your ene- 
mies! Your judge of the contest is entirely acting as a helper, since he wishes 
that you prevail. 


Listen, my child, and do not act slowly with your ears. 

Raise yourself up like an eagle when you have put your old human being 
aside. 

Revere God in all your practices. 

Through good deeds, give glory to God. 


You are aware that every person who does not please God is a child of 
ruination, who will go down to the abyss of Hell. Oh the great patience of 
God, which sustains every person and which desires that every person who 
exists under sin be saved! In fact, there is no one to hinder him from doing 
what he wishes, for who could be stronger than he, such that he could hin- 
der him? Surely, he is the one who touches the earth, causing it to tremble 
and causing the mountains to give off smoke. He is the one who gathers the 
sea [115] as if in a wineskin; he has measured all the water in his scales, and 
the single hand of the Lord is what created all of them. For this is Christ, 
the hand of the Father, the hand that formed the all. Through it all things 
came into being," as it had become the Mother of the all. He is in every 
moment, existing as the child of the Father. Consider these things about 
God: the all-powerful who exists in every moment did not in every moment 
exist as king, lest he exist at any point lacking the divine child. For all dwell 
in God, those who have come into being through reason, which is the child 
in the image of the father. God is the one who is nearby and is not distant. 

Every divine limit is within God’s purview, so wherever the divine entity 
agrees with you in a deed or in a portion, understand that the entirety of 
the divine takes satisfaction in you. But this divine entity is not content in 
any evil thing, for it is the one that teaches every human being the good. 
This is the one to whom God has given the human race so that, by him, 
every human being might become elect before all the angels and arch- 
angels. For God does not need to examine any [116] person: he knows all 
things before they have yet happened and he knows the hidden things of 
the heart. They are all uncovered and they fall short in his presence. 


14 See Jn 1:3. 
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Let no one ever say that God belongs among the ignorant, for it is not 
just to cast the creator of every foundation as something “ignorant.” Even 
those who exist in the darkness exist in his presence as if they were illumi- 
nated, and so there is nothing hidden except God alone. For he is manifest 
in everything, yet he is completely hidden: he is manifest, because God 
knows all (even if they do not wish to acknowledge it, they will be con- 
victed by their hearts), and he is hidden, because no one can conceive the 
things that belong to God. It is an inscrutable and unfathomable thing to 
be acquainted with the counsel of God. Once more, it is difficult to scruti- 
nize him; it is also difficult to discover Christ, for he is the one who dwells 
in every place and also is not in every place. For no one who desires will 
be able to know God as he exists, nor Christ, nor the spirit, nor the choir 
of angels, nor the archangels [117] and the thrones of the spirits and the 
exalted dominions and the great mind. If you do not know yourself, you 
will not be able to know any of these. 

Open the door for yourself in order that you know the one who exists. 

Knock on yourself, so that reason will open for you. For reason is the king 
of the faith and the sharp sword; it has come to exist in all as everything, 
because it wishes to be merciful to everyone. 

My child, make yourself ready to depart from the world-rulers of dark- 
ness and this air of this age which is filled with powers.’ If you in fact have 
Christ, you will overpower this entire world. 


That which you will open for yourself, you will open. 

That which you will summon for yourself, you will summon for your 
benefit alone. 

Find profits for yourself, my child, by not walking in those things in 
which there is no profit. 

My child, purify first the outer conduct so that you will be able to purify 
the inner. 

Do not become like one of the merchants of the Word of God; test first 
every word before you put it forth. 

Do not seek to acquire those honors that are not lasting, nor [118] the 
boasting that brings you to ruin. 

‘Take for yourself the wisdom of patient and gentle Christ and guard it, 
my child, knowing that the path of God is profitable in every moment. 


15 See Eph 6:12. 
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Gregory the Wonderworker, 
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Translated by Bradley K. Storin 


INTRODUCTION 


Much of what we know about the early life of Gregory the Wonderworker 
(ca. 200-275) comes from this text, in which he shows how divine provi- 
dence directed him to the famous biblical exegete and theologian Origen, 
who had departed from Alexandria and settled in Caesarea Maritima by 
231 or 233. Born to wealthy pagan parents in the Roman province of 
Pontus, Gregory enjoyed an elite education: he studied Latin and rheto- 
ric before declaring his interest in attending the renowned law school in 
Berytus (modern Beirut). But as the text below describes, Gregory veered 
away from legal studies onto a path that led him to Origen’s school, which, 
like other contemporary philosophical schools, trained its students in nat- 
ural sciences, mathematics, metaphysics, and ethics, among other subjects. 
According to Gregory, Origen’s excellence as a teacher derived from his 
unmatched ability to embody and thereby model the philosophical life 
by conjoining theory and practice. Indeed, it is this quality that brought 
Gregory to the study of Christianity as the true philosophy. 

Our knowledge of the remainder of Gregory’s life can only be pieced 
together through careful readings of later hagiographical sources, most 
notably Gregory of Nyssa’s late fourth-century vita. By 240 Gregory had 
concluded his studies with Origen and returned to Pontus, where he would 
eventually become bishop of Neocaesarea. During his episcopal tenure he 
managed to survive both the persecutions of Emperor Decius (250-251) 
and the violent Gothic invasions into Pontus during the mid-250s (in 
response to which Gregory wrote a pastoral letter that advises his congre- 
gation on living with and making sense of the horrors committed by the 
attackers). He attended a council at Antioch in 264/265 that condemned 
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Paul of Samosata for Christological deficiencies. As far as we can tell, 
Gregory died in the 270s. 

The critical Greek edition from which this translation is made is Henri 
Crouzel, Grégoire le Thaumaturge: remerciement a Origéene suivi de Ia lettre 
@Origeéne 4 Grégoire, Sources chrétiennes 148 (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 
1969), 116-148. 


TRANSLATION 


5, 48. From birth our' parents gave us our earliest education and our ances- 
tral customs were errors from which no one, I believe, expected that we 
would be liberated. There was no hope for me, being but a child without 
reason and under a superstitious father. 49. Then came the loss of my father 
and orphanhood, which was perhaps what first prompted me toward a rec- 
ognition of the truth. 50. I don’t know how, but it was at that time that I 
was first turned toward the salvific and true Reason,’ although more out of 
compulsion than my own inclination. As I was only fourteen years old, what 
capacity for decision-making did I possess? But from that point, this sacred 
Reason began to visit me directly in one way or another. In fact, at precisely 
the time when the reason in which all human beings share reaches its full- 
ness, it first visited me. 51. I chalked this same coincidence up as a sign of its 
sacred and wonderful care for me, thinking it to be no small matter (even if 
I did not realize it back then, at least I do now) and one distributed in pro- 
portion to my years. 52. Consequently all events that predated that time of 
my life, whatever things were works of error, were given up to childishness 
and absurdity; sacred Reason would not be delivered in vain to a soul not 
yet capable of reason, 53. but to one already capable of reason. Even if it did 
not belong to divine and pure Reason, at least it was not bereft of a fear that 
accords with that Reason. Rather, human and divine reason made their start 
together within me — the latter assisting me with its ineffable and proper 


1 Throughout his narrative Gregory speaks in the first-person plural. More often than not, 
“we” refers to himself and his brother. 

2 In Greek, Jogos. Gregory clearly means here a divine entity, which in Platonist metaphys- 
ics designated the one who created, organized, and maintained the material world while 
bridging it with immaterial divinity. As early as the Gospel of John, Christian writers 
appropriated this terminology and applied it Christologically: Jesus Christ is the incar- 
nation of God’s reason, or God’s Word (as it is sometimes translated). To show Gregory’s 
proximity to late antique philosophical culture and to highlight his own understanding 
of Christianity as a philosophical school, I translate Jogos as “Reason” when it signals 
something divine, as it does here. 
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power, the former being assisted. 54. This realization filled me simultane- 
ously with gladness and alarm, heartened by my progress but afraid that 
I, being deemed worthy of such great things, would still be foiled in the 
end. 55. I don’t know how my account came to dwell on this part [of my 
life]; I intended to give a systematic narrative of the wonderful adminis- 
tration} [that led me] to this man, while nevertheless hustling through and 
first summarizing these subsequent events, not that I would pay back the 
acclamation, or gratitude and reverence, owed to the one who so adminis- 
tered it (for I wouldn’t want to come off as tawdry by naming these themes 
without worthily speaking on them), but that I would render a narrative and 
acknowledgment, or something more suitable than these. 

56. Even while we were being trained in other subjects befitting children 
born and raised not ignobly, I suppose, my mother - the only parent left to 
care for us — thought that we should enroll with a rhetor so that we might 
indeed become rhetors. Of course we enrolled, and the judges back then 
used to say that we were not too far away from becoming rhetors. It’s not 
for me to say and I wouldn’t want to. 57. There was neither any explana- 
tion for these things nor yet any foundation for the causes that were able 
to bring us to this point.+ But since it did not occur to my family, and since 
I had no strong feelings about it, the divine instructor and true guardian, 
being vigilant, 58. gave one of my teachers an idea: I should also train in 
the Romans’ language with a reliable person, not that I might come to 
master it, but that I might not be totally inexperienced in this language 
too. What’s more, he happened to have some experience in their laws. 59. 
Having placed this idea into his mind, [the divine instructor] pushed me to 
study the Roman laws under the tutelage of [the human teacher]. And that 
man executed it brilliantly and I, for my part, certainly obeyed, more out 
of obligation to him than any love I had for the profession. 60. He took me 
as a pupil and began to teach me generously, but he uttered something that 
turned out to be the truest statement of all in my case: study of the laws 
would be my greatest resource’ (he used that term for it!) if I wanted to 


3 In Greek, ten thaumasten oikonomian. The phrase, in concert with events described later in 
the text, suggests that Gregory believes the world to have been providentially arranged to 
guide him to Origen. 

4 That is, Gregory admits that, at this point in his life, he still was not a Christian and so 
could not explain his success in rhetorical training as part of God’s plan to bring him to 
Origen. 

5 In Greek, ephodion, or literally, “an on-the-road thing.” The term connotes “traveling 
provisions,” and, with the benefit of hindsight, Gregory notes the term as foreshadowing 
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be either a rhetor for litigants in the courts or anything else. 61. He spoke 
plainly like this, directing his discourse toward human matters; but to 
me it seems that he expressed his opinion inadvertently under a more divine 
inspiration. 62. For while I was willingly or unwillingly being trained in 
these laws, chains were somehow being cast down on me already, and the 
city of the Berytians was the cause and origin of my path to this locale. The 
city was not far from where I was, yet somehow it was quite Romanized and 
credited with being a school for these laws. 63. But it was other affairs that 
caused him — this sacred man from Egypt, from the city of the Alexandrians, 
where he happened to have his previous home — to move and relocate to 
this region, as though he was supposed to meet us here. As for me, I don’t 
know how to account for the cause of these events, and I am intentionally 
disregarding them.° 64. But still, so far, there was nothing inevitable about 
my arrival there and my close connection with the man insofar as our legal 
studies were concerned, given that I could have traveled abroad to the city 
of the Romans. 65. So how was this contrived? The then-governor of the 
Palestinians brought my brother-in-law (the husband of my sister) there; 
he took him suddenly, unwillingly, and alone — separated from his wife — so 
that he could assist him and share in the toils of governing a people, for 
he was an assessor’ and still is now, just as he was then. 66. Though indeed 
he went together with him, he wasted no time in demanding that his wife 
be summoned (since he had been separated from her grievously and unwill- 
ingly) and he brought us along with her. 67. In any case, we were thinking 
about going I don’t know where, but going somewhere other than this, 
when a soldier suddenly arrived with instructions to escort and guarantee 
the safety of my sister so that she might catch up with her husband, and 
to bring us with her as her traveling companions. 68. We would oblige my 
brother-in-law and especially my sister (lest she be undignified or overly 
hesitant to make the journey) as well as my household and family, who held 


the journey that would lead him to Origen; hence, his surprise in the subsequent 
parenthetical statement. 
6 In the early 230s Origen had a very public conflict with Demetrius, bishop of Alexandria, 
regarding Origen’s ordination by Palestinian bishops, among other things. The conflict 
was not the first between the two, but it was the last: Origen left Alexandria and settled in 
Caesarea Maritima. It should not surprise the reader that Gregory is “intentionally” silent 
on the reasons for Origen’s relocation. 
In Greek, nomikos. Roman assessors were legal experts who offered counsel to magistrates 
and provincial governors. While the job required training and knowledge in the law, it 
was a position sought after by politically ambitious individuals who hoped to become 
magistrates or governors themselves. 
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us in esteem and would obtain another advantage of no small importance 
if we were to go to the city of the Berytians and work hard at studying the 
laws there. 69. For that very reason everything pushed us in this direction: 
consideration for our sister, our study of those subjects, and (seeing that I 
must also mention him) even the soldier who bore the authority to use the 
superior public post and passports for a greater number of us than just my 
sister.® 70. Those were the observable reasons, but the unobservable ones 
were truer: it was the partnership with this man,’ the true [path] through 
him in our studies of Reason, and the benefit our souls would have for 
salvation that led us here, blind and unable to see, and yet in a way that 
was advantageous for our salvation. 71. It was therefore not the soldier 
who brought us here, but a divine traveling companion, a good guide and 
guard, our protector through the entirety of this life as though it were a 
great journey, who diverted us from, among other places, even Berytus, 
where we were quite set on going. He took care of it all and put it all into 
motion until with every contrivance he bound us together with this person, 
the cause of many boons for us. 72. After going through such ordeals and 
handing over the administration"® to him, the divine angel perhaps paused 
to rest somewhere around here, not because of weariness or fatigue (for the 
race of divine ministers is indefatigable), but because he had delivered us to 
the person who would render all possible forethought and care. 

6, 73. From the very first day [Origen] welcomed us; if I must say so, 
it was my first real day, the most precious of them all, when the true sun 
first began to rise for me. Like wild animals, fish, or birds that wandered 
into mesh or nets but were trying to wriggle out and escape, at first we 
wanted to leave him for Berytus or our homeland, 74. but he exploited 
every means to bind us together, deploying all his arguments, putting all 
his resources into action (as the saying goes), and mobilizing all his powers. 
75. He praised philosophy as well as the lovers of philosophy with many 


8 The public post was a postal system implemented by Emperor Augustus to ensure quick 
and reliable imperial communications. It was tremendously complex and expensive, as 
it required a whole network of locally requisitioned animals, vehicles, provisions, and 
travelers. To limit abuse, only individuals with passports (Lat. diplomata; Gk. symbola) 
were permitted to use it. Gregory and his family were permitted access to it by virtue of 
his brother-in-law being an assessor. 

9 Le. Origen. 

10 In Greek, oikonomia. See n. 3 above on this word. Gregory has the sense that individuals, 
either angelic or human, are sequentially given charge of the administration that will 
bring him to the study of true Reason. In other words, first the rhetorical teacher, then a 
divine angel, and finally Origen all manage the oikonomia. 
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lengthy and fitting acclamations, saying that only they live a life truly fit for 
rational beings by making it their business to live correctly, knowing first 
themselves and then the truly good things that a person ought to pursue 
closely and the truly evil things that one ought to flee. 76. He censured 
ignorance and all the ignorant. There are many of these, who take after 
animals, blind in their mind and not even knowing precisely what they are. 
Like irrational beings that roam about, never fully cognizant of and never 
intending to learn what constitutes good or evil, they scurry and scamper 
to money, glory, honor from the masses, and bodily health as if to the 
good. 77. They largely, if not entirely, value the same things in whichever 
professions can procure these things for them and in whichever lifestyles 
can produce these things for them, be it military service, a judicial career, 
or study of the laws. In particular, the following words, which he said 
quite skillfully, stirred me up; he said that we were disregarding the most 
important thing within us, Reason. 78. I cannot now say how many simi- 
lar statements he uttered (not just on that one day, but over the course of 
the many initial days that we were with him) as he exhorted us to practice 
philosophy. Like a dart, his speech struck us right from the start, for it 
was mixed with varying degrees of pleasant grace, persuasion, and compul- 
sion. Still, we were mulling it over and considering it: on the one hand, we 
devoted ourselves to the practice of philosophy without having yet been 
completely persuaded, but on the other hand we were unable (I don’t know 
how) to pull back, continually drawn to him by his words as if by some 
greater compelling forces. 79. He used to say that one could not act piously 
at all toward the master of the universe — a capacity that only the human 
being, of all the living things on earth, was honored with and deemed wor- 
thy to possess, and one to which anyone at all could legitimately cling, both 
the sage and the ignoramus, anyone who has not lost his cognitive abilities 
due to brain damage - again, that one could not act piously at all, to put 
it correctly, without practicing philosophy. 80. While he poured out many 
other great discourses, one after the other, using his arts in an artless way 
to immobilize us, as if we had been bewitched," in the end he established 
us in his discourses (I don’t know how) with the help of some divine power. 

81. Moreover, he even pricked us with the irresistible, piercing, and 
effective goad of his friendship, courtesy, and good disposition; such kind- 
heartedness was put on display in his very words when he addressed and 


11 See Plato, Meno 80a. 
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conversed with us. Besides, he didn’t try to talk over our heads but to keep 
us going with a kind, benevolent, and most useful saying and to make us 
partners in the boons that come from philosophy 82. and especially in any 
other boons that the divinity — the teacher of piety, the salvific Reason, 
which visits many and subdues everything that crosses its path (for nothing 
stands in its way, given that it is and will be king of everything), yet which 
is concealed and not known by the masses with either ease or even diffi- 
culty so that they cannot speak plainly about it if asked — bestowed on him 
alone more than most, or perhaps even more than all our contemporaries. 
83. Like a spark shot right into our soul, then, he kindled and inflamed our 
desire for holy Reason, the loveliest and most attractive of all things due to 
its ineffable beauty, and for this man, its friend and advocate. 84. Wounded 
by him especially, I was persuaded to disregard all the pursuits and studies 
that seemed appropriate for me — among others, my noble laws, homeland, 
and those family members present here and for whom I had left. There was 
but one thing that was dear and beloved to me: philosophy and my guide in 
it, this divine person. 85. “And Jonathan’s soul was bound to David.”” Later 
[read this in the holy texts, but earlier I had no less vivid an experience than 
it states; indeed, it had been a most vivid oracle. 86. For it was not simply 
Jonathan who was bound to David, but rather his soul, his most important 
part, which will never be unwillingly compelled to be separated from him 
by any means, even though the apparent and visible parts of a human being 
can be separated. 87. For the soul is free and by no means imprisoned, not 
even if you were to confine it to a cage and guard it.3 In its primary sense, 
it naturally exists wherever the mind is. Were you to suppose it to be in a 
cage, you would be imagining it there in some secondary sense. For that 
reason, it is not at all prevented from being wherever it wants to be. Instead 
it can be and is reasonably believed to be, in every way and absolutely, 
only at that place where and in relation to which the operations proper to 
it alone and in accordance with it would be. 88. Isn’t my own experience, 
then, explained most eminently in this briefest of phrases, “Jonathan’s soul 
has been bound to David’s soul”? 

As I said, what is unwilling will never be made to separate, and what is 
willing will not do so easily. 89. For I don’t think that the power to dissolve 
these sacred bonds of friendship belongs to the inferior person, who is 
fickle and prone to vacillation, because from the start he could not bind 


12 1Sm 78:1. 13 See Demosthenes, On the Crown 97. 
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them together on his own, but rather to the superior person, who is stable 
and not easily rattled, because he can form these bonds and this sacred knot 
quite well. Accordingly, it was not David’s soul that was bound by divine 
Reason to Jonathan’s soul. go. On the contrary, it is the soul of the inferior 
that is said to have experienced this by being bound to the soul of David: 
the superior, being self-sufficient, would not choose to be bound to its infe- 
rior, but the inferior, needing assistance from its better, must be attached to 
the superior through binding. Consequently the first, remaining by itself, 
receives no damage from its partnership with the inferior, while the sec- 
ond, being undisciplined, when it is bound by the first and joined to the 
superior, is subdued for a better purpose without suffering any damage 
by the constraints of its bonds. g1. So forming the bonds belongs to the 
preeminent and not to the lesser, while being bound suits the inferior, since 
he does not in any way have the power to loose himself from the bonds. 
92. From the moment that he trussed us with such great constraints, this 
David had us, as he does now; not even if I had wanted to could I have freed 
myself from his bonds. So, had I departed, he wouldn’t have let my soul go 
since he had it as something thus “bound” to himself in accordance with 
the divine text. 

7, 93. Right from the start, moreover, he seized us in this way and sur- 
rounded us on every side. Once he had brought about the better result, and 
it seemed that we would stay, from that point on he became like a good 
farmer with soil that was fallow and quite infertile, briny and scorched, 
rocky and sandy, yet not completely barren or unproductive, but even quite 
productive though perhaps dried out and neglected, made harsh and diffi- 
cult to work due to brambles and shrubs. 94. Put another way, he was like 
a gardener with a wild plant that bears no cultivated fruit but is not utterly 
useless should someone with skill in gardening bring a cultivated shoot 
and graft it in by making a split in the middle, then uniting and binding 
them together until both take their nourishment as one growing together 
(for thus you might see a crossbred tree: it is mixed but fruitful after being 
fruitless, giving forth the fruits of the beautiful olive tree on wild roots), or 
a wild plant that is not quite useless to a man with skill in gardening, or a 
cultivated and otherwise fruitful one that, due to lack of skill, had nonethe- 
less reverted to being branchless, unwatered, and parched, stifled by the far 
too many shoots growing out of it and prevented by them from blossoming 
and bearing fruit. 95. Such was our condition when he took us; with his 
farming skill, he went all around us, not only evaluating what was seen by 
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all and visible on the surface, but also digging into and testing our inner- 
most selves by asking questions, making propositions, and listening to our 
answers. After he discerned in us something not useless, unprofitable, and 
recalcitrant, 96. he began to till, turn over, water, move everything, apply all 
his skill and attention, and work at us. With refutations and prevention, he 
cut out and extracted everything: thorns and thistles'+ as well as every kind 
of wild weed or plant — whatever our souls in their overgrowth and agita- 
tion (they were indeed undisciplined and impetuous!) had produced and 
given forth. 97. Once he attached himself to us, he was occasionally quite 
like Socrates and, if he ever saw us altogether bucking like wild horses, 
bounding off the path and randomly running all over the place in many 
directions, he would trip us up with reason until he, by himself, calmed us 
down by persuasion and constraint, using the speech from our own mouth 
like a bridle. 98. At first it was difficult and not painless for us, since he was 
introducing his own rational discourse to us who were unaccustomed to 
following reason and not at all trained in it, while still indeed purging us. 

Once he had prepared and equipped us to receive the words of truth 
well, gg. like soil well worked, soft, and ready to produce what the seeds 
supply, only then did he generously put them to us. At just the right time he 
sowed the seeds; at just the right time he gave all his remaining diligence, 
appropriately accomplishing each of these tasks with what is also proper 
to Reason. 100. Everything dull and spurious in the soul, whether it was 
that way by nature or even fattened by too much bodily food, he provoked 
and refined with the subtle arguments and rhetorical devices best suited 
for afflictions of rational thought. ro1. From the simplest beginnings they 
were rolled into each other and weaved in various ways; they came together 
in a kind of extraordinary and complicated web, rousing us as if from sleep 
and teaching us to always persist in the tasks at hand without ever slinking 
away due to their length or subtlety. 102. Inasmuch as we were indiscrimi- 
nate and reckless, consenting to anything that came before us, whatever it 
may have been, even if it happened to be false, and often rejecting what was 
said even if true, he disciplined this tendency too, using his aforementioned 
statements and various other arguments. 

For there are many aspects to this part of philosophy, which acclimates 
us to not carelessly and randomly toss about affirmations and in turn deny 
them, but rather to carefully scrutinize them not merely in their obvious 


14 See Gn 3:18. 
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aspects. 103. For many statements are initially plausible and have the 
appearance of respectability because, under the cover of graceful expres- 
sions, they run into our ears as true despite being unsound and false, having 
snatched and grabbed the decree of truth from us. In no time these things 
were detected as unsound and untrustworthy, vainly interpreted as the 
truth. And he easily showed us how we had been ridiculously deceived and 
how we carelessly affirmed those things that should have been regarded 
as the least important. 104. Conversely, other things that were respecta- 
ble and not fabricated, or that were not proposed in credible expressions, 
that seemed to be astounding and totally unbelievable, were initially dis- 
credited as false and worthless outrages. But with elaboration and careful 
evaluation they were later evaluated as being the truest statements of all 
and absolutely indisputable, despite having been regarded for a while as 
dismissible and disreputable. 105. He taught us not only to scrutinize a 
matter’s obvious and external aspects — because these are treacherous and 
deceptive — but also to examine the interior realities, to strike all around 
each matter to see if it gives off a hollow sound in any respect. And once 
we trusted ourselves in these matters, we could in the same way also deal 
with the outer aspects and give our opinions about each statement. 106. 
This is how the part of our soul that critically treats expressions and argu- 
ments was rationally trained, 107. not according to the judgments of noble 
rhetors (that is, to see whether there is anything Greek or barbarian in 
the expression — indeed this is a trivial and unnecessary subject of study), 
108. but according to this, the greatest necessity for all people — for Greeks 
and barbarians, for sages and simpletons,'’ and (that my account not get 
too long by detailing each individual profession and pursuit) generally for 
everyone who has chosen any lifestyle whatsoever, if, at any rate, it is a con- 
cern for everyone who deliberates on anything whatsoever and seriously 
tries to avoid being deceived. 

8, tog. And [he trained] not [only] this form of our soul that dialectic 
alone gets to correct, but also its lowly form. When we stood stupefied 
at the world’s magnificence and impressiveness as well as its intricate and 
ingenious craftsmanship, and awestruck yet irrationally cowering in bewil- 
derment because, like irrational animals, we didn’t know how to account 
for such things, r1o. he roused us and straightened us up with other sub- 
jects, namely, the natural sciences, by clearly explaining each existing thing 


15 See Rom 1:14. 
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and breaking them down with special wisdom into their most basic ele- 
ments. Then he interlaced his own discourse and proceeded to the nature 
of all things and each individual thing as well as the diversity of alterations 
and transformations of worldly things, 111. until, having carried us along 
with his clear teaching and discourses — some of which he learned from 
study, some of which he discovered on his own — on the universe’s sacred 
arrangement and its unblemished nature he instilled within our souls a 
rational amazement in the place of an irrational one. 112. This is what the 
study of natural phenomena — indeed, an exalted and inspired subject that 
is most desired by all — teaches. 113. Must I mention the sacred studies, 
geometry, beloved by all and incontrovertible, as well as astronomy, which 
soars aloft? He etched both of these into our souls by teaching us, or bring- 
ing them into our mind — I don’t know what to call it. 114. He adopted 
geometry since it is absolutely the unshakable basis for everything and a 
secure foundation, while using astronomy to guide us to the highest things, 
making heaven accessible to us by means of each subject as if by means of 
a ladder that shoots into the sky. 

g, 115. The most important things of all, and those at which the entire 
race of philosophers labors hardest, reaping them as good fruits from 
all the other subjects as well as a long study of philosophy, as if from a 
varied garden, are the divine virtues pertaining to habit, from which 
the undisturbed and tranquil condition of the soul’s impulses emerges. 
116. He gave us a chance of becoming undistressed and unaffected by all 
vices as well as disciplined, stable, godlike, and truly blessed. 117. Regarding 
our habits and modes of conduct, he worked hard at these things with his 
particular brand of soothing, sage, and (last but not least) compelling elo- 
quence. 118. Not only with words but also with deeds did he steer, in a 
manner of speaking, our impulses to the same contemplation and scrutiny 
of the soul’s impulses and passions. From this in particular, our soul, when 
self-condemned, comes to be corrected from its disharmony and changed 
from confusion to distinction and discipline. 119. Consequently our soul, 
as if in a mirror, contemplated itself as well as the beginnings and roots of 
its vices, its entire irrational part (whence the absurd passions revolt against 
us), and in turn its best, rational part, under whose domination it remains 
by itself unharmed and without passion. 120. Then, once it had rigorously 
scrutinized these things in itself, our soul would cast out and push aside 
all that emerges from the inferior part and seeps into us by its licentious- 
ness, or confines and throttles us by its despicability, such as pleasures and 
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desires or distresses and fears and any sequence of vices that corresponds 
to these basic species. It attacks them at their beginnings and while they’re 
just starting to sprout, but without permitting them any slight increase and 
instead destroying them and causing them to vanish. 121. Whatever he 
brought forth from our better part, inasmuch as those things were good, 
he nourished and preserved by tending to them in their beginnings and 
keeping guard over them until perfection. 122. For only in this way can 
the divine virtues ever come to be in the soul, namely, prudence, which is 
primarily the ability to judge these very movements of the soul, and from 
these the knowledge of whether anything external to us is good and evil 
comes about; temperance, which is the power to choose these things cor- 
rectly in their initial stages; justice, which apportions what is due to each 
person; and courage, the preserver of all these. 

123. Well then, he did not use the mere content of his words to instill 
a new habit in us, as if prudence were simply knowledge of what is good 
and what is evil, or of what should and should not be done. If discourse 
were to be divorced from actions, this subject of study would certainly be 
vain and unprofitable, as would a prudence that does not do what should 
be done and does not avoid what should not be done, but merely provides 
those who possess it with knowledge of these words, as we see with many 
people. 124. Again, with respect to temperance, although it may indeed be 
a knowledge of what should and should not be chosen, it is in no way what 
the other philosophers teach, especially our contemporaries who are vig- 
orous and formidable in their discourses. I have often been amazed at such 
folks whenever they “prove” that virtue for God and humans is identical 
and that on earth the wise human being is equal to the first God. They, 
however, are incapable of delivering either prudence, with the result that 
someone might do the works of prudence, or temperance, with the result 
that someone might choose what he has learned from it. 125. The same 
goes for justice and even courage. 126. He did not thus use his discourses 
to expound for us what pertains to the virtues. Rather, he exhorted us to 
actions, and he exhorted us more by his actions than by what he said. 
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Methodius of Olympus, 
Symposium 5.1-5.5, 6 
Translated by Andrew Radde-Gallwitz 


INTRODUCTION 


Methodius, bishop of Olympus in Lycia (along the southern coast of Asia 
Minor) in the late third and early fourth centuries, was one of the leading 
Christian intellectuals of his era until his martyrdom around 311. Though 
he has a reputation as a critic of Origen’s views on creation and eschatology, 
he was indebted to Origen’s philosophically sophisticated interpretations 
of the scriptures. Methodius was one of the major Christian writers of his 
generation, and the work translated in part here is the only one of his many 
works to have survived in its entirety in its original language, Greek. In 
this work, Methodius’s education in Greek literature and philosophy is on 
display. The Symposium as a whole is modeled on Plato’s work of the same 
title. Both works place fictitious speeches in the mouths of noteworthy 
individuals. In Plato’s dialogue, a certain Apollodorus recounts a set of 
speeches made by various men, including Socrates, on the topic of love dur- 
ing a drinking-party at the poet Agathon’s house. Apollodorus has learned 
the speeches from Aristodemus, who attended the party. In Methodius’s 
Symposium, a man named Gregorion relates a series of speeches given by 
various women on the subject of chastity (bagneia), a Greek term which 
most narrowly means sexual abstinence and more expansively refers to 
a life of moral purity and virtue. Gregorion has heard the orations from 
‘Theopatra, who attended the banquet in Areté’s garden where the speeches 
were given. In Methodius, many of the speakers are allegorical figures: 
Theopatra’s name, for example, means “Native of God” or “One whose 
homeland is God,” and Areté’s means “Virtue”; according to Methodius, 
Areté is the daughter of Philosophia. Even the setting in Arete’s paradisiacal 
garden, where the participants arrive after an arduous ascent, is symbolic of 
the paradise for which the life of celibacy is a training and an anticipation. 
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Other speakers, such as Thecla, are characters of legendary Christian vir- 
tue; this remarkable virgin’s story is told in the second-century Acts of Paul 
and Thecla. \t is Thecla who, at the end of the Symposium, carries off the 
prize for the hymn with which she concludes the series. 

The two speeches translated here are given by Thallousa (“Blossom”) 
and Agathé (“Good Woman”). In Speech 5, Thallousa praises the profes- 
sion of a life of chastity by noting its scriptural associations with the “great 
vow” described in the book of Numbers. Consistent with her name, which 
connotes youth, Thallousa argues that it is best to make this vow from a 
young age. The speech is a striking example of transferring the scriptural 
language of ritual purity found in the Old Testament to the chastity of 
the virgin’s body. In Speech 6, Agathé focuses on the parable of the ten 
virgins in Matthew 25. Those virgins who keep vigil are like those who 
live chastely in this life, preserving the luminous beauty of the soul which 
mirrors its divine archetype, the only-begotten Son of God. Both speeches 
define Christian practice through complex interpretations of scriptural 
passages while containing a great deal of philosophical content: both 
Thallousa and Agathé refer to the Platonic notion that things in this world 
are formed according to eternal patterns or ideas, and that things in this 
world are more perfect to the extent that they reflect those exemplars. 

This translation is based on the critical Greek text found in Herbert 
Mursurillo, ed., Méthode d’Olympe: Le Banquet, Sources chrétiennes 95 
(Paris: Les Editions du Cerf, 1963), 142-176. 


TRANSLATION 
Speech 5: Thallousa 


1. After Thallousa had paused for a moment to reflect on what she should 
say, she spoke: 

But I ask you, Areté, to give help as befits my intention, so that my words 
may be found worthy of you above all and also of those who are present. 
I am thoroughly convinced, having gleaned it from the sacred scriptures, 
that the greatest and most illustrious offering and gift we can give to God 
is the prize of virginity; humans can offer nothing else as valuable as this. 
If this is not the case, why is it that in the Law vows enable many people 
to achieve many noble things, but only those who have offered themselves 
to God through a choice of their own are said to fulfill a “great vow”? The 
passage goes like this: “And the Lord spoke to Moses and said, ‘Speak to 
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the sons of Israel and you shall tell them, “Anyone, man or woman, who 
would greatly vow a vow to be consecrated in chastity to the Lord...” 
One person vows to bring gold and silver vessels to the Temple and offer 
them; another vows to offer a tithe from his harvest and yet another from 
his wealth; one offers the best from his flocks and another his property. Yet, 
of these people it is not said that they “vow a great vow to the Lord,”* but 
only of that one who offers himself to God completely. 

2. must attempt, virgins, to show you the spiritual meaning of the scrip- 
ture with a true account. The one who is vigilant and attentive over one 
part [of himself], while being distracted and misguided over another, is 
not wholly dedicated to God. The one who is complete must dedicate all 
things, those of the soul and of the flesh, so that he may be perfect and not 
deficient. This, in fact, is why God instructed Abraham, saying, “Take for 
me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years 
old, a turtle-dove, and a pigeon.”} By way of its symbolism the passage 
means — for you must understand that this very passage is a command about 
the following matters — “offer your soul to me as if it were a heifer and pre- 
serve it unwedded and entirely unsullied. The same goes for your flesh and 
your reason. Offer your flesh as if it were a female goat, since it dwells in 
lofty and steep places. Offer your reason as if it were a ram, lest it skip off, 
slipping and falling away from the truth. In this way, Abraham, you will be 
perfect and irreproachable, if you offer me your soul, your senses, and your 
mind.” These are what he symbolically calls a heifer, a female goat, and a 
ram three years old, as if they broached the unassailable knowledge of the 
‘Trinity. But perhaps he is also hinting at the beginning, middle, and end 
of the path of our lifetime, since he wants, as much as possible, those who 
live in continence to offer him the stages of youth, manhood, and old age. 
This is also the theme of our Lord Jesus Christ’s exhortation in the gospels 
when he commands that “your lamps” not be extinguished and “your loins” 
not be ungirded. You will thereby be “like people waiting for their lord to 
return from the wedding-feast, so that when he arrives and knocks, they 
might open the door to him right away. Blessed are you, because he will 


1 Nm 6:1-2. See Speech 5, section 5 below for the continuation of the passage. 

2 In paraphrasing the verse, Thallousa consistently shifts from “greatly vow a vow” to “vow 
a great vow.” Her interpretation revolves around what differentiates a great vow from 
other vows. 

3 Gn 15:9. 
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make you recline and, when he arrives, he will serve you. Even if he comes 
in the second or third watch, blessed are you.”* 

Consider, virgins, that when he spoke of three night watches — the 
evening, the second, and the third — and his own three appearances, he inti- 
mated the three stages of our own lives: youth, adulthood, and old age. His 
desire is to receive us when we are ready and pure, with nothing sinister in 
our conduct, even if he should come to take us from the world when we are 
in the first stage — that is, while we are children — and likewise if we are in 
the second or third stage. For the evening watch is the time of a person’s 
prime of life, and it is during youth that the governing faculty begins to be 
disturbed, muddled by the changes of life, with its flesh reaching puberty at 
this time and turning toward the passions. The second stage is when he has 
advanced to a complete man, and his mind begins to exchange tumults and 
self-conceit for stability and firmness. The third stage is when most of the 
fantasies generated by our desires wane, since the flesh is already withering 
away and advancing to old age. 

3. Therefore, it is incumbent upon those who have kindled the unquench- 
able lamp of faith in their heart and who have girded their loins with conti- 
nence to be ever awake and expecting the Lord. Thus, if he should wish to 
take some of us in the first stage of our lives, or in the second or third, when 
he comes and finds us ready and doing what he commanded, he may make 
us recline in the bosom of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. And Jeremiah says, 
“It is good for a man when he bears a heavy yoke in his youth,”s and “his 
soul” will not “fall away from the Lord.”¢ For it is good when from child- 
hood one who has sincerely submitted his neck to divine attentiveness and 
even to old age does not throw off the rider who rides on pure thoughts, 
despite the wicked one continually dragging his thoughts down to worse 
things. Could there be anyone who has prevented pleasures and delights 
from coming through the eyes, or through the ears, or through taste, smell, 
or touch, without having continence as his driver, bloodying the horse to 
restrain it from wickedness?’ 

Someone else whose attention is elsewhere will praise other things, but 
we maintain that anyone who dedicates himself completely to God strives 
from childhood to preserve the flesh undefiled by practicing virginity. For 
it quickly offers those who strive for it the greatly desired gifts they hope 


4 See Lk 12:35-38. 5 See Lam 3:27. “Heavy” is absent from the LXX. 
6 SeeJer17:5. 7 See Plato, Phaedrus 247B and 254E. 
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for while killing off the consuming passions of the soul and their fuel. Now 
we must explain how we dedicate ourselves to the Lord. 

4. The command in Numbers to “greatly make a vow” makes the very 
point which I am going to make plain when I examine it in greater detail, 
demonstrating that chastity is the “great vow” beyond all vows. It is clear 
that I dedicate myself entirely to the Lord when I struggle to keep the flesh 
not only untouched by sex, but also unstained by the remaining offenses. 
For it says, “the unmarried woman is concerned with the things of the Lord, 
how she might please the Lord.” And that is not all: lest the glory of virtue 
she obtains be defective or partial, instead she is to be sanctified by offering 
both parts to the Lord, as the apostle says, “in the spirit and in the body.”* 

We must discuss what it means to offer oneself completely to the Lord. 
If I open my mouth for some things and close it for others — for instance, 
when it comes to explanations of the scriptures I open it to hymn God 
in an orthodox manner that befits his majesty, but I close it when I set a 
“door” and a “watch” on it so as not to speak vain things — my mouth is 
made chaste and dedicated to the Lord and “my tongue” becomes a “pen,” 
an instrument of wisdom.’ For wisdom writes with it in distinct letters 
drawn from the awesome depths of the scriptures, illuminating the “Law 
of the Spirit.”"° Wisdom is the Word, the Lord, the “swift scribe”"' of the 
ages, because he alone records and fulfills the will of the Father quickly and 
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swiftly, hearing “swiftly spoil, quickly plunder.”* My tongue is this scribe’s 
pen, for it is consecrated and dedicated to him just like a “beautiful”"> pen 
which writes more beautifully than the poets and prose-writers who are the 
masters of human dogmas. 

If I also accustom my eyes neither to desire the elegance of bodies nor 
to take pleasure in shameful spectacles, but to look to the things above, 
then my eyes are made chaste and consecrated to the Lord. After shielding 
my ears from slanders and whispers, if I throw them open to the Word of 
God, who visits sages, I would also offer my ears to the Lord. If I shake my 
hands free of huckstering, retailing, profit-loving, and flirtation, my hands 
too will be made chaste for God. If I were to keep my steps from traveling 
on twisted paths, I would dedicate my feet too, not going to law courts and 
Bacchic orgies, “where men become like unrighteous women,” but fulfill- 


8 1 Cor 7:34. 9 Ps4q:2. 10 Rom 8:2. Ir Ps 44:2. 
12 Is 8:3. 13 Ps 44:3. 
14 This is a citation of an unknown poem. “Unrighteous women” translates the Greek 
alitrodikai, which is a hapax legomenon. 
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ing some part of the commandments so as to keep straight. What remains 
for me to do, if I also make my heart thoroughly chaste, offering all its 
thoughts to the Lord? I set my heart on nothing foul; I speak of nothing 
worldly; pride and anger are not citizens of my city; I meditate upon the law 
of the Lord by day and by night.*> And this is what it means “to make chaste 
in chastity, vowing a great vow.”"® 

5. Virgins, I will now attempt to explain to you what comes after these 
commandments, since these are also relevant to your achievements, being 
as they are rules about virginity and useful instructions about the things 
which the virgin should avoid and the things which are uplifting. For it has 
been written like this: “And the Lord spoke to Moses, saying, ‘Speak to the 
sons of Israel and you shall tell them, “Anyone, man or woman, who would 
greatly vow a vow to be consecrated in the Lord, shall be consecrated away 
from wine and strong drink. He shall not drink vinegar from wine or vin- 
egar from strong drink or anything made from grapes, and he shall not 
eat fresh grapes or raisins all the days of his vow.”””'? That is, he who has 
pledged and dedicated himself to the Lord must not pluck the fruits from 
the tree of wickedness because by its nature it always makes one drunk and 
out of one’s mind. 

Indeed, we have noticed that in the scriptures there are two varieties 
of vines that grow separately from one another and are unlike. The first 
is the cause of immortality and righteousness, the second of madness and 
delirium. From its doctrines, like branches, the sober and heartening vine 
cheerfully dangles bunches of spiritual gifts, dripping with love. It is our 
Lord Jesus who says explicitly to his apostles, “I am the true vine, you 
are the branches, and my Father is the vine-grower.”** But the unculti- 
vated and death-bearing vine is the devil, dripping of wrath, venom, and 
anger, just as, indeed, Moses describes when he wrote about him: “Their 
vine,” he says, “comes from the vine of Sodom, and their vine-branch from 
Gomorrah. Their grapes are grapes of bile, their clusters those of bitter- 
ness. Their wine is the seething’? of serpents, the deadly seething of asps.”*° 
When the inhabitants of Sodom gathered fruit from this vine, they were 
frenetically driven to an unproductive and unnatural appetite for males.’’ 


15 See Ps 1:2. 

16 See Nm 6:1-2. Here, Thallousa substitutes the verb hagneusai (“to make chaste”) for 
aphagnisasthai (“to be consecrated”). She also paraphrases “great vow” instead of “greatly 
vow.” Compare the original citation in Speech 5, section 1 above. 

17 Nm 6:1-4. 18 See Jn 15:1, 5. 19 In Greek, thymos. 20 Dt 32:32-33. 

21 See Rom 1:26-27 with Gn 19:1-5. 
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‘Those drunk on it in Noah’s time sank into faithlessness and were plunged 
underwater by the flood.*? When Cain drew from it, he reddened his fratri- 
cidal hands and became the first to stain the earth with a kinsman’s blood.” 
When the Gentiles became intoxicated from it, they sharpened their spirits 
for wars of mutual destruction. 

A person does not lose her wits and falter from wine in the same way as 
she does from jealousy and anger. One does not become intoxicated and 
delirious from wine as one does from grief, from sexual passion, and from 
weakness of will.** The virgin is commanded not to taste of this vine so that, 
as she lives in sobriety and vigilance apart from worldly cares, she may light 
her lamp brilliantly aflame with the light of righteousness in the Word. For 
the Lord says, “Beware that your hearts never grow heavy with dissipation, 
drunkenness, and worldly cares, and that day spring on you like a snare.”*5 

6. Now the virgin is ordered never in any way to come into contact with 
not only the works that arise from that vine, but also works that closely 
imitate and resemble them. After all, every artificial and bastardized wine 
is called “strong drink,” whether it is made from dates or other fruits. For 
these seriously impair one’s thinking in the same way that gulps of wine do. 
If I must tell you the truth, every drink coming from the vine that induces 
drunkenness and frenzy in the soul besides wine the sages call “strong drink.” 
So then, it is not enough for the virgin to be preserved from the wickedness 
of sexual sins while she is defiled by those sins that imitate and are equivalent 
to it, conquering some sins and being conquered by others — that is, she puts 
on airs with a variety of different garments, with gems, gold, extravagance, 
and other decorations for her body, even as those very things intoxicate her 
soul. This is why [Moses] lays down these laws, to prevent her languishing in 
feminine weaknesses, being stirred up by laughter as well as by deceptive and 
silly chatter, which cause one’s mind to spin around and throw it into con- 
fusion, just as he also indicates in another place by saying, “Do not eat the 
hyena and those like it, the weasel and those like it.”*° For this is the journey 
to heaven that is direct and short: simply not to drag along any of the things 


22 See Gn 9:21. 23 Gn4:8-12. 

24 In Greek, apo lypés . . . apo erdtos . . . apo akrasias. 25 Lk21:34. 

26 See Lv r1. While the weasel is forbidden at 11:29, the hyena is not mentioned. As the 
editor of the text notes, there is a precedent at Epistle of Barnabas 10.7 for reading a pro- 
hibition against eating the hyena. Barnabas gives the rationale: “Moreover, ‘you shall not 
eat the hyena.’ He means ‘you shall not be an adulterer or a corrupter or one like such 
persons.’ Why? Because this animal changes its sex annually: at one time, it is male; at 
another, female.” 
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that overthrow a person when excited by luxuries and delights, nor even any 
of their imitators. After all, it has been handed down that the assembly of 
the chaste is the bloodless altar of God. In this sense, virginity is revealed to 
be a great and glorious possession. This is why one must keep it completely 
undefiled and pure, having no communion with the impurities of flesh, but 
instead gilded on the inside with wisdom “before the testimony,” so that it 
may be set in the holy of holies, emitting the fragrance of love to the Lord. 
For it says that after making the bronze altar to which burnt-sacrifices and 
offerings are carried, “You shall make for me” another “altar from acacia’? 
wood, and you shall gild it with gold, and you shall place it before the veil 
that is over the ark of the testimony,” before the “mercy seat” that is “over 
the testimonies, where I will make myself known to you. And on it Aaron 
shall burn incense of spices to the Lord in the morning when he trims the 
lamplights. He shall burn incense on it continually before the Lord for all 
your generations. No foreign incense or burnt offering will be offered on it. 
And no sacrifice or libation shall be poured on it.”* 

7. If, according to the apostle, the law is “spiritual,”*? in that it contains 
images of “the good things to come,”:° then let us examine its precise 
meaning nakedly by removing the “veil” of the “letter” that is spread over 
it.3' The Hebrews were commanded to adorn the tabernacle in imitation of 
the church, so that through perceptible things they might be able to pro- 
claim in advance the image of divine realities. For the model presented on 
the mountain, to which Moses looked when he crafted the tabernacle, was 
like a precise pattern for the heavenly abode that we honor now as clearer 
than the types, but as fainter than the truth.°: 

For the truth in its unalloyed nature has not yet come to humans, we who 
cannot now endure gazing at the inviolate incorruptibility while here, since 
we cannot even bear gazing at the sun’s rays. But the Jews proclaimed the 
“shadow” of the image in the third place from the truth, whereas we with 
clarity worship the image of the heavenly dwelling.*+ For the truth will be 
revealed precisely after the resurrection, when we will attain a vision of the 
holy tabernacle, the heavenly “city whose craftsman and maker is God,”35 


no longer through “dark sayings” and “partially” but “face to face.”3° 


27 In Greek, asépton xylon. The name of the acacia tree means “uncorrupted, not subject to 
decay,” a sense that will become important in section 8 below. 

28 See Ex 30:1-11. 29 Rom 7:14. 30 Heb to:1. 31 See 2 Cor 3:6, 15-16. 

32 In Greek, idea. 33, See Ex 25:40; Heb 9:23. 34. Heb ro:r. 

35 Heb 11:10. 36 1 Cor 13:12. 
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8. Indeed, the Jews foretold what pertains to us, and we presage what 
pertains to heaven, since the tabernacle is a symbol of the church and the 
church a symbol of the heavens. Therefore, since these things are so, and 
since the tabernacle is to be understood as a type of the church, as I have 
said, we must also take the altars as a kind of token of ecclesiastical realities. 
The bronze altar represents the college and court of widows, for they are a 
living altar of God where, bringing calves, tithes, and voluntary offerings, 
we perform sacrifices to the Lord. The gilded altar within the holy of holies 
is set up before the testimony; on this it is forbidden to offer sacrifice and 
libation. It is to be compared to those in a state of virginity who with pure 
gold protect their uncorrupted bodies from sex.3’ After all, two points are 
commonly mentioned in praise of gold: it is not susceptible to rust and its 
color appears to resemble, to some extent, the sun’s rays. And so it is justly 
a symbol of chastity, which does not admit stain or blemish but always 
flashes with the light of the Word. For this reason, it stands inside, closer 
to the holy of holies, and before the veil, with undefiled hands held high 
like incense prayers that are acceptable to the Lord as a “sweet fragrance,” 
just as John disclosed, when he declared that the incense in the bowls of the 
twenty-four elders is the prayers of the saints.3° 

This is my contribution to you, Arete, on behalf of chastity, speaking 
offhand and to the best of my abilities. 


Speech 6: Agathé 


1. Theopatra said that after Thallousa had spoken these things, Areté touched 
Agathé with her staff, and as soon as she felt it, she stood up and replied: 
With great courage, conviction, and a rejoinder to what was said so well, 
Areté, I will try to the best of my abilities to offer something to the topic at 
hand, provided that you accompany me. Nonetheless, my own words can- 
not compare to what has already been said. For I would be unable to match 
philosophical wits with these speeches that have been made with such vari- 
ety and brilliance. Truly, I will seem to bear the reproach of silliness, if I 
were to jump up and make myself equal with my betters in wisdom. So 
then, if you all will put up with off-the-cuff orators, I will attempt to speak, 
surrendering none of my enthusiasm. Let us begin from here. 


37 In Greek, “uncorrupted bodies” is ta asépta . . . somata. See n. 27 above. 
38 SeeEph 5:2. 39 See Rv 5:8. 
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Virgins, there is an indescribable beauty that is akin and suited to wis- 
dom, and all of us who have come into the world possess it. Indeed, souls 
most accurately resemble their begetter and fashioner when they remain 
like this: shining forth with the idea “in the likeness”+° intact and with the 
characteristics of that sight to which God was looking when he made them 
have immortal and indestructible form.*' In fact, beauty is unbegotten and 
incorporeal, without beginning or end, immutable, ageless, and lacking 
nothing. It is light that rests in itself and with itself among inexpressible 
and unapproachable things. Containing, creating, and transforming all 
things by the abundance of its power, it fashioned the soul “in the image” 
of its own image. This is why it is rational and immortal. Being crafted 
“in the image” of the Only Begotten, as I said, it has an irresistible beauty. 
In fact, this is why even “the spirits of wickedness” lust after it and lie in 
wait for it, so that through force they can sully its godlike and lovely form, 
just as the prophet Jeremiah too expresses when he upbraids Jerusalem: 
“You’ve got the look of a whore, shameless in the face of your lusts,”4+ 
meaning that it has submitted itself to being profaned by the hostile pow- 
ers. Its suitors are the devil and his attendant angels, who scheme to sully 
and stain the rational and perceptive beauty of our understanding through 
intercourse with them, and desire to become paramours to every soul that 
has been wedded to the Lord. 

2. If someone, then, were to keep this beauty unstained and unharmed 
and in the state it was in when its constructor and adorner molded it — 
copying the eternal and intelligible nature of which the human is an impress 
and a representation — when this person has become like a gorgeous and 
sacred portrait, he will be carried from here to the city of the blessed in the 
heavens as if he were given a temple in which to settle. Now our beauty is 
most wonderfully and securely kept unsullied when, protected by virginity, 
it is not blackened by the external heat of corruption, and when, remaining 
by itself, it is adorned with righteousness and led home as the Son of God’s 
bride.*’ He explained it in much the same way when he gave the exhorta- 
tion that [the ten virgins] must kindle the unquenchable light of chastity in 
their flesh as if in lamps,*° given that the number of ten virgins is intended 


40 Gn 1:26. 41 See Plato, Timaeus 28a. 42 Gn 1:26. 43 Eph 6:12. 

44 Jer 3:3. The phrase “in the face of your lusts” does not appear in the LXX. 

45 Roman marriage rituals involved a procession of the bride to the bridegroom’s house. 
46 See Mt 25:1-13; see Lk 12:35. 
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to enumerate the souls that have believed in Jesus, since with an idta*’ he 
represents the only straight path leading to the heavens. However, there 
were five prudent and wise virgins, and five “foolish” and unwise ones.** 
For the latter did not have the foresight to fill their lamps with oil and so 
remained devoid of righteousness. Through them he is alluding to those 
who rush to arrive at their goal of virginity, doing everything to fulfill this 
desire in a way that is orderly and prudent, announcing and boasting that 
this is their aim, but who are careless and are overcome by the vicissitudes 
of the world, as if they make a shadowy likeness of virtue instead of pro- 
ducing the living truth itself. 

3. When it says that “the kingdom of heaven is like ten virgins who took 
their own lamps and went out” to meet the bridegroom, it intends to indi- 
cate, through the meaning of the letter zoza, that all of them have entered 
upon the same path of practice. Those who committed themselves equally 
to this practice were gathered together and they were called “ten” in virtue 
of making the same choice, as I’ve said. But they no longer “went to meet 
the bridegroom” in the same way.?? For some procured, for a later time, 
abundant fuel for their oil-fed lamps, while others neglected to care for 
anything but the present. In fact, this explains why they are divided equally 
into groups of five, since some of them kept the five senses — which most 
people have called the gateways of wisdom - pure of sins, and as virgins 
too, whereas the others, in the opposite manner, mistreated their senses 
through a slew of misdeeds by involving them in wickedness. For hav- 
ing restrained righteousness, and making themselves chaste from it, they 
instead began to produce transgressions.*° It got to the point that they 
were barred and banished outside of the divine court.*' For whether we act 
rightly or err, through these senses both our acts of virtue and our acts of 
vice are strengthened. 

And just as Thallousa said that there is a chastity of the eyes, ears, tongue, 
and the other sense organs in turn, so too here the one who keeps the faith 
inviolate along the five pathways of virtue (sight, taste, smell, touch, and 
hearing) is called “the five virgins” because she has returned to Christ the 
five chaste impressions of sense perception; from each of them sanctity 


47 In Greek, numbers can be symbolized with letters, and the letter ota represents 10. A 
capital ‘ota forms a straight vertical line. 

48 Mt 25:2. 49 Mt 25:1. 

50 There is irony in Agathé’s use of the verbs for “restraining” and “making chaste” for the 
wicked virgins’ abstinence from righteousness. 

51 See Mt 25:10. 
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shines forth clearly like a lamp. For in truth our five-lighted lamp is the 
flesh that the soul carries like a torch and places beside Christ the bride- 
groom on the day of the resurrection, displaying the radiant faith that 
surges through all its senses, just as he taught when he said, “I have come 
to cast fire on the earth, and I wish it were already kindled!” He desig- 
nated our tents “earth,” in which he wished quickly to enkindle the swift 
and fiery practice of his teaching. Indeed, one must compare the oil to both 
wisdom and righteousness. For when the soul gushes forth with these and 
pours them into the body, the unquenchable “light” of virtue radiates noble 
deeds “before the people,” flaming up to a lofty height so that “the Father 
in heaven” is glorified.’ 

4. In fact, it was this kind of oil that they also offered in Leviticus: 
“refined, pure, and pressed to burn a lamplight outside of the veil, before 
the Lord.”5+ But he commanded those people to tend to the light for the 
briefest of periods: “from evening until morning.” It certainly seems that 
their lamplight represents the prophetic word whose illumination brought 
continence into the open. It was nourished by the people’s practices and 
faith, whereas the temple seems to represent “the portion of the inher- 
itance,”*° since a lamplight can illuminate only one household. Before the 
daybreak, then, it was necessary to burn this lamplight, for it says that “they 
shall burn it until morning,” that is, until the coming of Christ, since when 
“the sun” of chastity and “of righteousness” arises, there is no need for a 
lamplight.57 

And so, for as long as that people stored up what fueled the lamplight, 
supplying the oil through their works, their lamplight of continence was 
not quenched. Rather, it was constantly illumined and shone in the “por- 
tion of the inheritance.” But when the oil ran out because they turned from 
faith to licentiousness, the lamplight was extinguished entirely, so that 
the virgins, again kindling incorruptibility in the world, might relight the 
lamps, in succession of each other. 


52 Lk12:49. 53, Mt 5:14, 16. 

54 Lv 24:2-3, 8. The word “refined” comes from the parallel verse, Ex 27:20. “Lamplight” 
translates the Greek /ychnon, which like Jampas is a term for a lamp. The author draws a 
distinction between this lamplight and the lamps (in Greek, /ampadas) held by the virgins 
in the gospel parable. 

55 See Lv 24:3, 4. 

56 Dt 32:9. The passage speaks of the allotment of the nations and identifies Israel as the 
Lord’s portion of the inheritance, so, in Methodius’s sentence, the temple is an image 
of Israel. 

57 Mal 4:2. 
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Accordingly, even now we must fearlessly supply the “refined oil” of 
noble works and sagacity, strained of all corruption that weighs it down, so 
that “if the bridegroom delays,” our lamps will not be similarly quenched.* 
After all, the delay is the interval before Christ’s coming; the drowsiness 
and sleep of the ten virgins is the exit from life, whereas the midnight 
hour is the kingdom of the Antichrist during which the destroyer angel 
goes from house to house.’? And the cry that went out, saying, “Behold, 
the bridegroom is coming! Go out to meet him!”® is the “voice” from the 
heavens and the “trumpet” that sound when the saints, as all their bodies 
are raised, will depart to “the clouds,” having been seized “to meet the 
Lord.”® After all, notice how the text says that all the virgins got up after 
the cry, which means that the dead will be raised after the shout comes 
from the heavens, just as Paul somewhere passes on, saying, “The Lord 
himself will descend from heaven with the cry of command, in the voice 
of an archangel and the trumpet of God, and the first to be raised are the 
dead in Christ,” meaning our tents, for they died when they were stripped 
of their souls. “Then we who are living will be seized immediately with 
them,” meaning our souls. For, properly speaking, the “we who are liv- 
ing” are our souls. Once our souls have recovered our bodies, along with 
them we will be met in the clouds, bearing lamps adorned with no foreign 
or worldly adornment but with that of prudence and continence, like stars 
radiating a light full of ethereal brilliance. 

5. Beautiful virgins, these are the secret rites of our mysteries; these are 
mystic rites for initiates into virginity; these are the rewards of “undefiled 
prizes” for continence. I am espoused to the Word; I receive as a dowry the 
eternal crown of incorruptibility and riches from the Father; and “through 
the ages I lead the procession wearing the crown” of lamps and the unfad- 
ing flowers of wisdom.*+ With Christ the judge I join in the heavenly cho- 
rus around the beginningless and indestructible king. I have become a 
lampbearer of hidden lights, and with the company of archangels I sing the 
completely new song, proclaiming the new grace of the church. For the 
account has it that the throng of virgins always accompanies the Lord and 
feasts with him wherever he is. And this is what John intimates when he 
mentions the one hundred and forty-four thousand.°: 

Go, then, maidens of the new ages! Go fill your jars with righteousness, 
for the hour approaches to arise and meet the bridegroom. Go, nimbly 


58 Mt25:5. 59 See Exir:qand 12:23. 60 Mt 25:6. 61 1 Thes 4:16-17. 
62 1 Thes 4:16. 63:1 Thes 4:17. 64 Ws 4:2. 65 See Rv 14:3-4. 
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avoid the charms and spells of life, which cause the soul to spin around and 
bewitch it. Surely you will obtain the promises, 


Yes, I swear by the one who 
Showed me my life’s route. 


‘To you, Arete, I offer this woven crown adorned from the prophetic 


meadows. 


66 This verse of Greek hexameter is quoted from an unknown source. 
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Antony of Egypt, Letters 1 and 4 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


Antony is perhaps best known as the subject of Athanasius of Alexandria’s 
treatise about him, the Life of Antony. For quite some time, students of early 
Christian history have relied on Athanasius’s portrait, which was com- 
piled from multiple traditions and deftly shaped as much by Athanasius’s 
perspective as it was by earlier representations of Antony, as the only his- 
torical source about the famous monk. In the late 1990s, however, Samuel 
Rubenson offered a study of the letters attributed to Antony that survive 
in multiple ancient languages. Other scholars had not accepted them as 
sources for Antony’s life, in part because of the quite convoluted manu- 
script tradition, but Rubenson’s reconstruction and case for authenticity 
have reintroduced the letters as important sources about one of the earliest 
remembered Christian ascetics in Egypt. 

The translation of Letter 1 below is based on a single version of the first 
letter in the collection, that preserved in Syriac; readers will see some of 
the letter’s rough edges in this translation, which attempts to capture the 
flavor and tone of the letter, cryptic and slightly repetitive though it is. 
Antony makes a distinction between different parts of the human person: a 
body, a soul, and a third part alternately called the “conscience” or “mind” 
of the heart. He advocates for the gradual discipline of these parts and the 
movements or passions natural to them. With the help of a guiding spirit, 
an ascetic student of Antony’s could learn the methods of purifying each of 
the parts and eventually could repair what Antony thought of as the “sick- 
nesses” of the self. The English here is based on the edition of Francois 
Nau: “La version syriaque de la premiére lettre de Saint Antoine,” Revue de 
POrient chrétien 14 (1909): 282-297. 

As for Letter 4, it stands out for its commentary on theological variance 
in the Christian community. Antony first emphasizes the importance of his 
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students “knowing themselves,” a capacity that would allow them to remain 
unmoved. This he then places in contrast to Arius of Alexandria, whom 
Antony describes as unknowing, a person mutable and moveable. This 
letter is complete in both Coptic and Georgian; the English translation 
below is from the Coptic in Gérard Garitte, ed., Lettres de S. Antoine: Version 
Géorgienne et fragments Coptes, CSCO 148 (Leuven: Durbecq, 1955), 42-46. 


TRANSLATION 
Letter 1 


Before everything else, let me salute your love of our Lord. My brothers, 
I think there are three ranks among the souls — whether male or female — 
that are near to the kindness of God. There are those called by the law of 
love, which is established in their nature, and by primal goodness, which is 
natural to the origin of their primal creation. The Word of God came to 
them and they made no hesitation. Instead, they adhered to it when they 
were ready, like Abraham, the pinnacle of the patriarchs: when God saw 
that he dedicated himself to loving God not because of human instruc- 
tion, but because of the law of [his] nature that was implanted at his first 
formation, God revealed himself to him and said, “Go from your land and 
from the house of your fathers and enter the land that I will indicate to 
you.”' And he went without hesitation, but ready for his calling. This is a 
model for the particular approach that takes place in some souls. As such 
people labor and seek the fear of God with endurance and gentleness, they 
gain the glory of this way of life, for their souls are ready to adhere to the 
kindness of God. This is the first calling. 

The second calling is this: there are some people whose thoughts are 
excited when they hear the written law testifying both to the torments and 
afflictions prepared for fools, and to the promises prepared for those who 
flourish in the fear of God and in the testimony of the written Law itself. 
They seek to approach the calling, just as David testifies in a word when 
he says, among other things, “The law of the Lord is spotless and restores 
the soul; the testimony of the Lord is faithful and makes children wise.”’ 

The third calling is this: there are some people who have hardened 
their hearts from the start and persist in sinful deeds. God the good, in 
his mercies, chastises them with afflictions until they grow weary, come to 


1 Gn r2:1. 2 Ps 18:8. 
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their senses, and repent. Then they will come, they will enter into knowl- 
edge, they will repent with all their heart, and they too will gain the glory 
of this way of life, just as the other ranks of souls before them. These are 
the three ways of entry for souls who have entered repentance to the point 
of coming upon the grace and calling of the Son of God. 

But I think that those who have entered with all their heart, who prepared 
their souls to scorn all afflictions, to be firm and engage every battle that 
engages them until they prevail in it — it is they whom the spirit calls first. 
It works on their behalf to make their contest easy for them and to make all 
the works of repentance sweet for them. It shows them how each of them 
should repent in his body and soul, so that they too repent and are with God 
who created them. It is he who transmits the deeds and the means to con- 
strain their souls and bodies so that they are purified and inherit together. 

The body is first purified in much fasting, prayer, and much vigilance, 
and in that service that makes a person weak in the body and cuts away 
all the desires of the flesh from it. The spirit of repentance assists the body 
in these things, testing it by them, so that the enemy cannot turn it back- 
ward. Then the guiding spirit begins to open the eyes of his soul, so that it 
too may yield repentance and be purified. 

During this process the conscience of the heart} also begins to discern 
between the two so that the heart, too, will begin to learn from the spirit 
to purify both body and soul in penitence. It is a guide through the labors 
of the body and of the soul, so that they might be purified. It distinguishes 
all the fruits of the flesh, those that are mingled within all the members of 
the body from the moment the first impulse occurred; it brings each of the 
members of the body to its original stability, in which state they had noth- 
ing of the spirit of Satan. Then the body is under the authority of the mind 
of the heart, which is taught by the spirit, according to the word of Paul, 
who said, “I control my body and subjugate it.”* For the heart purifies the 
body from food, from drink, from sleep, and as I’ve already said, from all 
movements until even [the heart] separates [the body] from participating in 
the seed of mental images in the purity of its soul. 

Furthermore, I think there are three types of stubborn movements. One is 
planted in the nature of the body, formed with it at its first creation; without 
self-will, though, it does not act. By itself, however, it indicates that it resides 


3 Antony uses multiple names for this, which seems to be a third component of the person 
alongside “body” and “soul.” 
4 1 Cor 9:27. 
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in the body. There is another movement: when a person feeds his body too 
much food and drink, the heat of the blood (likely [a result of] too much 
aliment) establishes a battle in the body. At that point, the mass is moved by 
gluttony. Because of this, the apostle said, “Do not become drunk on wine, 
for in it lies debauchery.” This is especially true for those who seek to main- 
tain holiness. The third movement comes from evil spirits who test us with 
jealousy and seek to defile those who are just beginning to partake of holiness. 

And now, beloved children, with respect to these three types: if the soul 
persists and is self-controlled in its witness to the spirit, which gives witness 
to the mind of the heart, and if it remains watchful, it purifies both from 
this kind of sickness. But if, regarding these three types, the heart scorns 
what the spirit witnesses, the evil spirits will gain dominion over it. They 
sow all the passions in the form of the body; in it they move and give life 
to a vehement battle so that the soul will be wearied and grieved. It then 
bellows and seeks whence assistance could come to it. It repents and com- 
prehends the commandments of the spirit and is healed. Consequently, it is 
convinced that it should abide in God, since he is its peace. 

I have said these things to you, my beloved, so you know that each per- 
son must seek to repent in his body and his soul in order to purify both. If 
the heart can prevail in this contest, then it prays in the spirit and begins 
to distinguish the soul’s passions, which happen to it through its desire, 
from the body’s passions. Then the spirit itself is a companion to the heart, 
because of the heart’s observance of the commandments, to which the spirit 
bears witness. Then the spirit teaches it how to heal all the soul’s wounds 
and how to distinguish between each of those passions that are mixed in 
the body’s members — from head to feet — and those other passions that are 
unrelated to the body, all of which are mixed by means of desire. 

For the eyes, it rightly and purely establishes that never again will deceit 
be in them and after that, it establishes a way for the ears to hear and never 
again thirst for or desire to hear evil discourse, not even about the ruin and 
ignominy of humanity. Instead, they are pleased to hear about good things 
and the resurrection of everyone and the compassion in every creature, 
since in these members it had once been sick. 

After that, it teaches the tongue its purity, because in the tongue 
lies a great sickness. The sickness by which the soul is made ill is, after 
all, speech, and it gives [sickness] to the tongue, since the tongue is 


5 Eph 5:18. 
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its proper organ. In the soul, however, great sicknesses and bruises are 
effected by the tongue; this member — the tongue — inflicts them abun- 
dantly. James the apostle testified to us about this, saying, “If a person 
thinks he is serving God but does not control his tongue, and if it leads 
his heart astray, then his service is in vain.”° In another place he says, 
“The tongue is the littlest member, yet it defiles the entire body,” and 
other additional things.’ 

If the heart is empowered by means of the power it receives from the 
spirit, it is first purified and sanctified and endowed with reason, so that it 
restores its words to the tongue, so that it won’t be a hypocrite in these mat- 
ters, and so that there won’t be a self-will. The word of Solomon confirms 
this, for he said, “My own words are spoken by God — there is no difficulty 
or perversity in them.”*® And elsewhere he said, “The tongue of the right- 
eous person heals.”? And after that, it further still heals the movement of 
the hands, those things that are moved sometimes in a disordered way, as if 
by self-will, for the spirit grants the heart its purities which become active 
in it by righteous acts and prayers. This is confirmed whenever it is recited, 
“The offering of my hands is like the evening offering.”"° 

After that, the spirit purifies the belly in its eating and drinking — even 
if it was insatiable when self-will was at work in it — for desires of gluttony 
for food and drink are precisely the way that demons sin in a person. David 
said about these things, “With the high-eyed and the haughty-hearted, 
I will not eat.”" 

Furthermore the heart, taught by the spirit, discerns the third movement 
of these three types I mentioned earlier. It holds its purifications to the 
extent that the spirit aids and empowers it. It quenches all movements by 
the power of the spirit, which produces peace in the entire body and cuts 
off all movements from it. As Paul said: “So, mortify your earthly members: 
fornication, immodesty, and the passions of evil desires.”"” 

After that, it also grants the feet their purity, even though at one time 
they did not walk uprightly in communion with God. But when they came 
under the authority of the spirit, it crafted their purity and they advanced 
according to its will so that they would journey and minister in good works. 
Consequently, the entire body will be changed and renewed and subju- 
gated to the authority of the spirit. I think that, once the entire body is 


6 Jas 1:26. 
7 Jas 3:5. Reading mkhatem in Syriac instead of m‘atem, which is present in the edition. 
8 Prv 8:8. g Prv 12:18. 10 Ps rgo:2. 11 Ps roo:s. 12 Col 3:5. 
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purified and has received the fullness of the spirit, this is what it will receive 
in the resurrection of the righteous. 

I have said these things about the sicknesses of the soul that are mingled 
in the members of the body’s nature, sicknesses that move in them and 
work in them - it is these that guide the evil spirits, it is these that act in the 
body’s members. But I have [also] said that there are other passions apart 
from the body, which we demonstrated: pride of thoughts is a sickness in 
itself apart from the body, as are vainglory, jealousy, envy, hatred, anger, 
negligence, laxity, and the rest that are more subtle than these. 

If the soul, though, gives itself to God with all its heart, then God is 
compassionate to it, granting it the spirit of repentance. The spirit testifies 
to it about each of the sins so that it does not battle any of them again; it 
shows the soul its opponents and those who seek to make it impossible 
for the soul to discern the things mingled in them that strive vigorously 
against it and to make it that the soul no longer abides in grace. If the 
soul endures and hearkens to the spirit counseling it to repent, quickly the 
creator has compassion on the labor of its repentance. And when he sees 
the afflictions with which it afflicts the body — lengthy prayers, fasting, 
seeking and studying the words of God, separation from all evil things, 
abasement, tears, endurance in mourning — then God the tender sees its 
labor and submission, and has compassion on it and redeems it. 


Letter 4 


From Antony, who is writing to all his beloved brothers, the limbs of the 
church: greetings in the Lord. Never do I tire of remembering you all. 

I desire that you understand that the love between me and you all is not 
a bodily love, but a love in service to God. For companionship of body is 
not stable, nor is it regular, moved as it is by strange winds. Everyone who 
fears God and keeps his commandments is a servant of God. This servitude 
is not an instance of the perfection of your hearts, but it is a matter of 
justice — a guide to becoming a child. 

Because of this, the prophets and the apostles — the holy troupe, those 
to whom God chose to entrust an apostolic message, in the goodness of 
God the Father — became bound in Christ Jesus.’ For Paul says about 


13 The word translated here as “to tire” is enkakei, which in Greek has the sense of “to lose 
heart” and is a technical term used frequently in discussions of ascetic dedication. 
q y 
14 “Bound” in this sentence is a cognate of the Coptic word translated as “servitude” in 5. 
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himself, “Paul, the one bound in Christ Jesus, called as an apostle.”*s In the 
same way, the document of the law works with us in a good servitude, until 
we are able to act as master over every passion and we perfect a good service 
of virtue through this apostolic example. 

When they approached grace, then Jesus said to them, “I will no longer 
call you my servants, but I will call you my friends and my brothers, because 
I have explained to you all the things I have heard from my Father.” 
For the ones who approached, having been trained by the Holy Spirit, 
knew themselves according to their noetic substance. And so when they 
knew themselves, they cried out, saying, “We have not received a spirit of 
servitude so that we fear, but instead a spirit of childhood in which we cry 
out, ‘Abba, Father.””'’ This way, we might understand those things God has 
granted to us. 

If we are children, then we are heirs, both heirs of God and companion 
heirs with the holy ones."* My beloved brothers, joint heirs with the holy 
ones! None of the virtues are foreign to you, but rather, they are properly 
yours. You are not caught by this fleshly life, but are manifest to God. The 
spirit generally does not approach a soul with a defiled heart, nor a body 
that sins. It is a holy power, removed from every deceit.’ 

‘Truly my beloved ones, I am writing to you as to rational people, capa- 
ble of knowing themselves. For the one who knows himself knows God, 
and the one who knows God is worthy to worship him in the way that is 
appropriate. So, my beloved ones in the Lord: know yourselves. For those 
who know themselves know their time, and those who know their time are 
capable of holding themselves firm; they are not moved by mutable speech. 

As for Arius, who arose in Alexandria, he said strange words about the 
Only Begotten: he attributed a beginning to the one who is without begin- 
ning; he attributed an end to the one who remains unspoken among human 
beings; and he attributed movement to this immovable one. When a person 
sins against a person, one is supposed to petition God on his behalf. But 
when we sin against God, though, whom should one petition? For that per- 
son has undertaken a great culmination, an unhealable wound. If that one 
had known of what sort he was, his tongue would not have said that which 
he did not know. But he is clearly one who did not know himself. 


15 Romtr:1. 

16 Jn 15:15. The Coptic sentence begins with “When he approached grace . . .” but it seems 
clear that the subject of the sentence is the disciples. 

17 Rom 8:15. 18 Rom 8:7. 19 Ws t:4. 
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INTRODUCTION 


Athanasius was bishop of Alexandria on and off for nearly fifty years, from 
his contested election in 328 until his death in 373. He is perhaps best 
known for the unflinching promotion of a theology which he claimed 
represented the traditional Christian viewpoints articulated at the Council 
of Nicaea, against Trinitarian and Christological heterodoxies he con- 
nected with Arius and those supposedly influenced by him. Various emper- 
ors irked by his ecclesio-political efforts deposed Athanasius from his see 
no fewer than five times, causing him to spend many years in exile. Yet 
throughout the ups and downs of his episcopacy, Athanasius also vigorously 
promoted and supported the burgeoning ascetic and monastic movements 
within Egypt. His letter to Amoun, the founder of a monastic community 
in Nitria, is one of several short letters and treatises in which he expounds 
his ascetical ideas and encourages the monastic way of life. Written some- 
time between 346 and 356, the letter seeks to calm the scruples of those 
monks who believed that nocturnal emissions of semen were sinful and 
defiling. Such discharges, Athanasius explains, are involuntary functions of 
the body and as such not subject to culpability. In the letter Athanasius 
also rebukes those who hold that marriage is dishonorable, while exalting 
virginity as the more perfect way of life. 

This translation is based upon the Greek edition of Périclés-Pierre 
Joannou, Fonti. Fascicolo LX. Discipline générale antique (IVe-IXe s.). t. IT Les 
canons des Peres Grecs (Grottaferrata [Rome]: Tipografia Italo-Orientale 
“S. Nilo,” 1963), 63-71. 
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TRANSLATION 
On Seminal Emissions 


All the works of God are beautiful and pure, for the Word of God has 
made’ nothing useless or impure. After all, “we are the sweet fragrance of 
Christ among those being saved,” according to the apostle.* But since the 
weapons of the devil are varied and wily, and he causes those whose judg- 
ment is rather naive to be disturbed and hinders the brothers from their 
customary training by secretly sowing in them thoughts of impurity and 
pollution, come, with a few words let us, through the grace of our Savior, 
expel the evil one’s deceit and strengthen the judgment of those who are 
simpler. 

“All things are pure to the pure, but the conscience of the impure and 
everything about them is polluted.”3 I marvel at the devil’s cunning because, 
even though he is destruction and indignity, he suggests thoughts with the 
appearance of purity but with ambush instead of testing as their result. 
For as I said before, in order to divert the ascetics from their customary 
and salvific practice and to give them the appearance of mastery in this 
endeavor, he stirs up certain buzzing thoughts that contribute nothing use- 
ful to their way of life, as well as pointless questions and nonsense, which 
must be rejected. Tell me, my dearly beloved and most reverent man, what 
sin or impurity is connected with a natural discharge? It is as if someone 
should want to find fault with snot sneezed out of the nose and spit coughed 
out of the mouth! And we can still mention something else besides these: 
the discharges of the belly, which the living body needs for staying alive! 
Moreover, if, according to the divine scriptures, we believe that the human 
being is the work of God’s hands,* how could a work produced by a power 
that is pure become something polluted? And if, according to the divine 
Acts of the Apostles, we are God’s offspring,’ then we have nothing impure 
in us. For we are polluted only when we commit the most disgusting kind 
of sin. But when a natural discharge of semen happens involuntarily, then 
by necessity of nature we endure it as well, along with the other discharges 
that we mentioned earlier. 


1 See Jn 1:3. 2 2 Cor 2:15. 
3 Ti 1:15. The quotation is not exact. 
4 See Ps 137(138):8. 5 See Acts 17:29. 
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But there are some who seek only to oppose that which has been stated 
correctly,° or rather, the works done by God.’ Since these people cite the 
gospel passage, namely, that it is not what goes into a person that makes 
him unclean, but rather what comes out,* let us also, compelled by necessity, 
refute this absurdity of theirs (for we cannot call it a genuine argument). 
First of all, being mentally unbalanced, they do violence to the scriptures 
in line with their own stupidity.” For the divine anecdote goes like this: 
when certain people back then expressed doubt about food in a similar way 
to them, he himself'° dispelled their ignorance, or rather publicized their 
deceptiveness, by saying that it is not what goes into a person that makes 
him unclean, but rather what comes out.'' Then he also adds the source of 
what comes out: it comes from the heart.'* For he knows that is where the 
wicked treasures of profane thoughts and the other sins are. The apostle 
taught the same thing more concisely, saying, “Food will not bring us to 
God.” One can even say in the present case with good reason that any 
natural discharge will not bring us to punishment. 

Perhaps the disciples of physicians too will say in defense of this position — 
to embarrass these people by what outsiders say" — that the living body 
needs to have certain emissions to get rid of the superfluity in each of our 
members as they take in nourishment. For example, there are the excre- 
tions of the head — hair and the wet secretions from the head — as well as 
the belly’s excrement and similarly that excretion of the seminal ducts. So 
in God’s name, my most God-beloved elder, what kind of sin is this, when 
the Master himself formed the living body, and willed and made these 
members to have such emissions? 

Now since it is necessary to anticipate the objections of the wicked 
(for these people might say, “Then their actual usage must not be a sin, 
if the organs have been formed by the Creator!”), let us stop them right 
there by asking a question: What kind of usage do you mean? The law- 
ful kind, which even God allowed when he said, “Be fruitful and multiply 
and fill the earth”?'s The kind accepted by the apostle when he said, “Let 
marriage be honored and let the marriage bed be undefiled”? *’ Or the pop- 
ular kind, performed secretly and adulterously? For even in the case of 


6 That is, the verses of scripture just cited. 

7 That is, the natural bodily discharges instituted by God. 

8 See Mt 15:11. g See 2 Pt3:16. 10 Thatis, Jesus. rr See Mt 15:11. 
12 See Mt 15:18. 13 1 Cor 8:8. 14 That is, non-Christians. 
15 Gn 1:28. 16 Heb 13:4. 
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the other actions in life we will find that there are differences based upon 
the circumstances in which they are done. For example, it is not permit- 
ted to commit murder, but in wars it is both lawful and praiseworthy to 
destroy one’s enemies, so much so that those who displayed valor in war are 
deemed worthy of the highest honors, and monuments to them are erected 
to proclaim their achievements. And so, the same action is not permitted 
in certain circumstances and at certain times, but is allowed and excused in 
different circumstances and at the right time. The same logic, then, holds 
for sexual intercourse. 

Blessed is he who freely married in his youth and used his nature for 
having children!'? But if his nature was used for debauchery, the pun- 
ishment recorded by the apostle awaits such fornicators and adulterers."* 
For in these matters there are two ways in life, one quite moderate and of 
this world — I mean marriage — and the other angelic and unsurpassable, 
namely, virginity. If anyone should choose the worldly way, that is, mar- 
riage, he does not incur blame, but he will not receive the greatest gifts. 
He will receive something, though, since he himself bears fruit thirty- 
fold."? But if anyone should embrace the chaste and transcendent way, 
even if the path is harder than the first and challenging, it nonetheless 
entails more wonderful gifts, for it brought forth the perfect fruit, the 
hundredfold.*° And so, the impure and wicked inquiries of these people 
have received appropriate solutions, even though they were refuted long 
ago by the divine scriptures. 

So, my father, strengthen the flocks under your direction by exhorting 
them from the apostolic writings, encouraging them from the gospels, and 
counseling them from the psalms. “Give me life according to your word.””’ 
Now, “his word” means to worship him with a pure heart. Knowing this, 
the same prophet says, as if paraphrasing himself, “A pure heart create 
in me, O God,” lest dirty thoughts trouble me.*? And David adds, “And 
with a guiding spirit support me,” so that, even if such thoughts ever do 
disturb me, a strong power coming from you may support me like a sturdy 
foundation.*} As for you, then, when you offer these counsels and others 
like them, say to those who are persuaded by the truth only with difficulty, 
“T will teach lawless ones your ways.”*+ And confident in the Lord that you 


17 See Lam 3:27. 18 See Heb 13:4. 19 See Mt 13:8. 20 See Mt 13:8. 
21 Ps 119:25. 22 See Ps 51:10. 23 See Ps 51:12. 24 Ps 51:13. 
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will persuade them to keep away from such vice, sing, “And impious ones 
will return to you.”*5 

May those of you asking malicious questions desist from such pointless 
toil, and may those of you hesitating because of simplicity be strengthened 
with a guiding spirit.°° But those of you who firmly stand upon the truth, 
keep it unbroken and unshaken, in Christ Jesus our Lord, with whom, to the 
Father, with the Holy Spirit be glory and might forever and ever. Amen.’’ 


25 Ps 51:13. 26 See Ps 51:12. 27 Seer Ptg:r1. 


68 


i 


Ammonas, Letters 2, 10, and 12 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


These three letters are a selection from a larger corpus of twelve letters, 
the only known writings of Ammonas, a teacher and ascetic practitioner 
in Egypt in the latter part of the fourth century. Based on the ideas in 
these letters and reports in the several collected Sayings of the Fathers 
(Apophthegmata Patrum), Ammonas was associated with a community of 
Christians led by Antony of Egypt and assumed the leadership of that 
community at Antony’s death in 356; he lived into the 390s. Like Antony, 
Ammonas gave advice to other Christians about a system of progressive 
advancement, characterized by prayer, vigil, fasting, and the practice of 
withdrawing from the presence of other people to enact silence. These 
were difficult acts, meant to strengthen the Christian for battles with 
Satan. Such battles were not metaphorical; Ammonas was one of many late 
ancient Egyptian teachers who assumed that his charges would be taking 
part in combat with demons. A person who practiced these acts earnestly 
could acquire a certain help from God, alternately described in Ammonas’s 
letters as a “divine power” or a “fervor.” Once acquired, this help made the 
preparatory practices and the ongoing struggles against Satan much easier. 
Such help, however, could depart if a person were to become slack in his 
duties. Thus in these letters Ammonas counsels his community not only in 
how to acquire the help, but also how to cultivate its continuing presence 
and what to do if it departs. 

Ammonas’s letters survive in both Greek and Syriac in slightly different 
forms; the Syriac, though not the original language of the letters, represents 
an earlier text and thus is more likely to preserve Ammonas’s teachings 
accurately. This translation is based on the Syriac text in Ammonii eremitae 
epistolae, ed. M. Kmosko, Patrologia Orientalis 10.6 (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 


1915), 570-572, 594-598, and 603-607. 
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TRANSLATION 
Letter 2 
My dear ones in the Lord: 


If a person loves the Lord with all his soul, all his heart, and all his power, 
he acquires fear.‘ And fear brings forth weeping, and weeping brings forth 
joy. Joy brings forth power, and in all of these things the soul produces 
fruits. Then when God has observed the person’s fruits and sees that they 
are very pleasing, he receives them like a sweet fragrance. In all things God 
rejoices, together with his angels, over this soul and gives it a guardian 
who will guard it on all its journeys until he prepares the place of life for 
it,» where Satan will not conquer it. For whenever the evil one sees this 
guardian, then that evil power who encircles the soul flees. For he is afraid 
to approach that human being, and he trembles before that power that 
restrains him. 

But you — my dear ones in the Lord, those whom my soul loves — 
I know that you are lovers of God. Acquire for yourselves this power so that 
Satan might fear you and that you might prosper in all your works. And 
thus, God’s sweetness, as much as it is able, will establish a power within 
you, because the divine sweetness is sweeter than honey, even sweeter than 
the honeycomb.’ Not many among the monks and virgins have known this 
great sweetness of divinity, since they have not acquired the divine power, 
except a few here and there, because they did not toil at the cultivation of 
its power. Because of this, God did not give it to them. To all those who 
are toiling at its cultivation, God gives it to them. For God is no respecter 
of persons, but gives it to those who are toiling at its cultivation in every 
generation.° 

Now, my dear ones, I know that you are lovers of God, and that since you 
started this work you have been loving God with all your hearts. Because of 
this, see, I love you with all my heart! And because of the integrity of your 
hearts, you are able to acquire for yourselves this divine power so that, dur- 
ing all your time, you might work in ease and in joy so that all God’s work 
will come easily to you. For this is the power he gives to the human being 
here; it is the same one that guides the person until he enters his rest, that 


1 Mt 22:37, quoting Dt 6:5. 2 Thatis, in eternal life. 

3 The later (and secondary) Greek version of these letters reads, “For when the devil sees 
the guardian, namely the power that encircles the soul, he flees” (435). 

4 Sg 3:4. 5 See Ps 19:10. 6 Acts 10:34. 
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is, until he passes entirely by the “power of the air.”’ For there is a force in 
the air that prevents human beings from getting to God, but if they have a 
divine power with them, nothing can prevent them from advancing. 

Therefore, this is the divine labor [to be undertaken] until it dwells in a 
human being: he should despise all the disgraces and the honors of human- 
ity; he should hate all the necessities of this world; he should hate all the 
comforts of the body; he should purify his heart of all filthy thoughts and 
all the vain wisdom of this world; and he should petition in fasting and 
tears both night and day. And God, the good, will not delay to give it to 
you. And when you receive it, you will complete all the time of your lives 
in comfort and ease and humility; you will be capable of great confidence*® 
before God, which he grants you. 

There are many things I want to write to you, but these few things I have 
written out of the great love that I have for you. May your hearts be well in 
the Lord, by every act of the love of God. 


Letter 10 


After I wrote that other letter, I remembered a matter that prompted me 
to write to you again regarding the temptation of the advanced human soul 
that has descended from the rank of spiritual perfection to the lower part of 
Sheol. Because of this the prophet cries out, saying, “You rescued my soul 
from the lower part of Sheol.” For temptations will cleave to every person 
who cleaves to the spirit of God. He gains, though, discernment and receives 
a novel honor. Like this, when the prophet was ready to be borne up after he 
arrived at the first rank, he marveled at its light. And then, as he arrived at the 
second, he was amazed and said, “I reckoned the first rank’s light as darkness 
compared to this!”*° and so on until the perfect extent of the perfect rank. 
The souls of the perfect righteous ones go forward and increase until they 
reach the final rank. If you get there, you will have surpassed all temptations; 
there are even now people on the earth who have arrived at this extent. 

I write these things to you, my dear ones, so that you will be certain and 
learn that temptations do not happen to faithful people in order to harm 
them, but rather to benefit them. Without temptation, a soul is not capable 
of ascending to the place of life, the place of its maker. “The spirit blows as it 


7 Eph2:2. 8 In Syriac, parrbésia (a transliteration of the Greek word). 
9 Ps 85:13. 10 See Ascension of Isaiah 8. 
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wills.”** It blows upon pure, holy, upright, and good souls. And if in fact they 
obey the spirit, it gives them the fear of God and fervor at the start. When it 
has planted seed in them, it makes them hate the entire world, whether gold 
or silver or ornaments, whether father or mother or wife or children.’ Thus 
it makes the work of God sweet for them — sweeter than honey, sweeter than 
the honeycomb! — whether it be labor or fasting or vigilance or silence or 
lovingkindness. And thus everything undertaken on God’s account will be 
sweet for them, until what they do teaches them everything. And when it 
shows them all these things, then it is permitted for a person to be tempted. 

Then, all those things that were sweet to him at first start to weigh on 
him. Because of this, there are many who are tempted and remain weighed 
down in fleshly things. Paul said about them, “Having started in the spirit, 
are you now ending in the flesh? Have you suffered all these things to no 
purpose and in vain?”" If, though, a person stands against Satan in the first 
temptation and overcomes him, then God grants him a calm, intelligent, 
steadfast fervor. For the prior fervor is disturbing and is not rational. The 
second fervor is better because it brings forth this: a person will see spiritual 
things while he joins the great contest; he gains self-control without distur- 
bance. For the second fervor is like a ship in a good wind, whose two sails*s 
are pushed along well and thus it travels a great distance; also, even its sailors 
are happy and at ease. The second fervor is thus useful for all kinds of ways. 

Now, dear children, acquire the second fervor for yourself so that you 
will be established in all things because fervor for God removes all the 
fawning passions; it blots out and effaces the decrepitude of the old human 
being and makes one a temple for God, as it is written, “I will dwell in 
them and walk among them.”” If you are hoping that the fervor which has 
become distant from you returns to you again, this is what must be done: 
the person should set up a vow between himself and God. Let him call out 
in the passion of his heart and let him say unto him, “Forgive me what I did 
in my negligence; I will no longer be disobedient.” And the person should 
not continue to walk as if under his own authority, satisfying his own will, 
whether with respect to the body or with respect to the soul. 

Instead, his thoughts should be laid out before God as he distresses and 
mortifies his soul, saying to it, “Look how you have scorned even unto this 
day, and how you have contemned while being barren yourself, in all these 


rr Jn3:8. 12 Lk rq:2-6. —13, Ps 19:10. 14 Gal 3:3. 
15 Literally, “feet,” but context demands the English “sails.” 
16 2 Cor 6:16, quoting Lv 26:11-12. 
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days.” You need to remember all the torments and the eternal kingdom as 
you mortify yourself at every moment, saying, “Look at how much honor 
God has given you, and you neglected and scorned it.” When a person 
says these things to his soul, mortifying it night and day — in fact, at all 
times — then suddenly, the fervor of God comes upon a person, and the 
second fervor is better than the first. For when he saw the burden that 
had come upon him, blessed David said, “I remembered and meditated 
upon the years since eternity,”’’ and, “I remembered the days from old and 
meditated upon all your works. I meditated on the work of your hands. I 
reached out my hands toward you. My soul thirsts for you, like the land.”"* 
And Isaiah in turn said, “When you repent and groan, then you will be 
saved and you will know how you have been.” 


Letter 12 
My dear ones in the Lord: 


You are aware that since the transgression of the commandment, no soul 
has been able to know God unless it distances itself from humanity and 
from all society. For then, it sees how much its enemy opposes him. So 
when it has seen the enemy, [and] struggles [with it], then overcomes the 
enemy that battled with it, then God dwells in it. Fatigue is transformed 
into rejoicing and exultation. If, however, it is overcome in battle, sadness 
and depression come upon it, along with many other burdens of many 
kinds. For this reason, the fathers in the desert, like Elijah the Tishbite and 
John the Baptist, lived on their own. 

Do not think that it was because these ones were among righteous human 
beings that they happened to perform righteousness among human beings. 
Instead, they existed first in great silence, and thus received the power of 
God that it might dwell in them. Then when they had acquired all the vir- 
tues, God dispatched them to dwell among human beings, so they could 
be God’s stewards and heal the pains of humanity. For they were healers of 
souls, able to heal people’s weaknesses. It is for this reason that they were 
drawn out of their silence and sent toward humanity. But they were only sent 
once all their own pains were healed, for it is not possible for a soul to be 
sent for the edification of humanity while it still has some faults. In the case 
of those who come before they have been made perfect, it is by their own 


17 Ps 77:5. 18 Ps 143:5-6. 19 Is 30:15 (LXX). 
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will that they go and not by the will of God. In fact, God speaks about them, 
blaming them for how they act: “It was not me who sent them but they who 
ran.”*° Thus they can neither guard themselves nor edify another person. 

But those who are sent by God are not eager to abandon their silence, for 
they know that it is in silence that they acquired the divine power. Instead, 
so as not to be like those people who are disobedient to their maker, they 
come forth for spiritual edification, imitating how the Father sent his true 
Son from heaven to heal all the illnesses and all the pains of humanity. For 
it is written, “He took on our illnesses and shouldered our pains.”*' This 
explains how all the holy ones who come to heal humanity are imitating the 
creator of all; thus they are worthy of adoption as children of God. So just 
as the Father and the Son are, so too should these be until eternity, amen. 

Look, my dear ones, I have shown you the power of silence: how it heals 
all parts and how God takes pleasure it. This is the reason I have written 
to you, so you may be empowered in anything that you are doing and so 
that you know that it was in silence that all the holy ones became great. It 
was because of this that the divine power dwelled in them and because of it 
made the heavenly mysteries known to them. And it was because of it that 
they drove out all the decrepitude of this world. And he who wrote these 
things to you about silence? He, too, has arrived at this extent. 

In this time, there are many monks unable to persevere in silence because 
they are not able to overcome their own will. Thus they are constantly dwell- 
ing among human beings, because they are not able to despise themselves 
and thus distance themselves from society with humanity and struggle in 
battle. For this reason they abandon silence and remain with humanity, com- 
forted all their lives by the presence of those close to them. Therefore, they 
are not worthy of the divine sweetness, nor will the divine power dwell in 
them. When the power gazes upon them, it discovers them being comforted 
by this provisional world, in ensouled and bodily passions. Thus it is not able 
to descend upon them; rather, in fact, avarice, human vainglory, all the soul’s 
pains, and society prevent the divine power from descending upon them. 

But you should empower yourselves in what you are doing, for those who 
distance themselves from silence are not able to overcome their passions. 
Nor can they do battle against their enemy, because they are dominated by 
their passions. But you — you overcome the passions and the power of God 
is with you. 


20 Jer 23:21. 21 Is 53:4. 
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Evagrius of Pontus, Protrepticus 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


Evagrius of Pontus (345-399) spent the last fifteen years of his life in Egypt, 
where he expanded and revised a program for Christian practice that he had 
encountered when he moved there from Constantinople in the early 380s. 
That program, based around the assumptions about the divine world first 
articulated by Origen of Alexandria and shaped by the traditions of philo- 
sophical circles long associated with the city, treated Christians as students in 
training. Their purpose was first to learn how to master the passions, move- 
ments that could arise naturally or could be the work of demons; like his 
Egyptian predecessors Evagrius often associated such learning with athletic 
contests or battles. Part of his advice to students was to adopt the likeness 
of various biblical characters whose actions would also prove to be useful 
against demonic attack. The students’ ultimate goal was, once they had mas- 
tered the passions, to engage their minds in direct knowledge of the Trinity. 
In this piece, Evagrius responds to a request by an unknown Christian for 
some details about how to begin the program he recommended; for that 
reason, it has the traditional title Protrepticus, reflecting a genre of ancient 
literature teachers wrote to prospective students to entice them to study. 

This text was originally written in Greek but survives only in Syriac; 
this translation is based on the edition of Wilhelm Frankenberg, Euagrios 
Ponticus (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1912), 554-556. 


TRANSLATION 


Because I have seen that you want to take the path to life and that you 
have resolved to journey on the road that our Lord has traced — a road that 
is slight and narrow and wearisome' — I am willing to advise you as you 


1 See Mt 7:14. 
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have asked, both about how you should begin and toward what eventual 
goal you should design the foundation of your penitence of virtuous deeds. 
Carefully excavate and dig the foundations that your labors build in the 
earth of your soul, as if you were building wisely upon the rock, as your 
Lord commanded.’ 

Do not be afraid! Think first about the cost of the tower,} then go out to 
wage war. Observe the battle arrayed against you and consider with whom 
you will contend. Look how weak your nature is — but then also how majestic 
your way of life is and how splendid your crown! Look at the encampment 
arrayed against you: instead of the Philistines, there is the legion of demons; 
instead of Goliath, there is the ruler of this world, the chief authority of the 
air.t Boldly step out from the rank and file against them, in the likeness of 
the son of Jesse: equipped with girded loins, dressed with the breastplate 
of righteousness, your head bearing the helmet of salvation.’ Take hold of 
the sling of fasting and the stone of prayer in the hand of faith. The name 
of the Lord strengthens you against your enemies. 

When you prevail, do not become proud, lest you be delivered into their 
hands and they mock you. The evil spirits are shameless; though they are 
overcome frequently, they never stop attacking. Learn from your Lord’s 
contests that their methods are quite crafty and various: appearing in 
dreams, fabricating characters, acting subtly in order to lead others astray, 
secretly hurling rocks at the guileless while remaining invisible, or even 
imitating angels of light.° They are intent upon destroying you. The ones 
who are cruel spare you; they exhort you to trust in falsehood.’ So who is 
able to escape them except the one who takes refuge in his creator? 

Well, you yourself are able! If you trust him, he grants you victory in 
your struggle. I advise you, my beloved, that when you draw back from the 
world and have deadened your soul to its appetites, when you are free from 
its worry and you burn with zeal to emulate the angels, when you desire 
to live the ways of life that follow the resurrection, then you are running in 


2 Mt 7:24. 

3 In allusion to Jesus’s admonitions about discipleship in Lk 14:28-33. 

4 Jn 12:31, 14:30; Eph 2:2.The rest of this paragraph puts the reader in the lead role of 
the events of 1 Sm 17:1-49. 

5 Here, Evagrius blends in imagery from Eph 6:10-17 as he advises his reader to adopt 
the likeness or character of David. 

6 2 Cor 11:14. 

7 Demons can also seem to be helpful and trustworthy, thus sparing Christians from the 
direct attacks described a few lines prior, but still deceiving them all the same. 
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such a way that you will arrive.* Do not grant sleep to your eyes nor slum- 
ber to your eyebrows until the day of your death.’ Instead, work in this age 
so that you live in the age to come. Establish your soul as a living, holy, and 
acceptable sacrifice that is pleasing to God."° 

Cast the bridles of stillness over all your limbs, over the speech of your 
tongue, over the sight of your eyes, and over the motion of your feet. That 
way, you will not pervert the order of your Lord’s creation into its opposite. 
Instead, be quiet and tranquil, humble and temperate, so your manner is 
pleasing."' You will be a glorious sacrifice to your Lord; you will stir many 
to imitate you, and the proud will be beaten down by the very sight of you. 

Always say before God: “I am dust and ashes.”"* “I am a worm and not 
a human being.” “I am the refuse of the world and the offscouring of all 
humanity.”'+ Think of yourself in comparison with others as a miscarried 
fetus that is not fully grown; a dead dog; a worthless flea. Ask for mercies 
as the adulterous woman did.'s Weep bitterly like Peter.*® Seek the small 
crumbs like the Canaanite woman.'’ Speak from your whole heart, like 
David, saying that you have sinned and offended the Lord; flood your bed- 
ding with tears at night; groan and mourn at every hour in his likeness." 
Meditate on his Psalms night and day without ceasing, and they will teach 
you everything. 

And if the army of demons still opposes you, say in supplication to God: 


Lord, judge my judges and strive against those who strive against me.’? 

Arise, God, and may all his enemies be scattered.’° 

Lord, do not grant this iniquitous person his desire; do not let his plan 
ascend into my mind.*! 

Incline, Lord, your ear and hear me, for I am miserable and poor.’ 

And when they are overcome, glorify the one who delivered you from 
them and say: 


8 1 Cor 9:24. g Prv 6:4. 

10 Here, Evagrius has taken the structure of a recognizable biblical passage from Rom 12:1 
(“Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God”) and introduced a 
different meaning: rather than the body, it is the soul that is the sacrifice to God. 

11 “Manner” here could also be “figure,” or “form” (in Syriac, it is a transliteration of the 
Greek schéma). 

12 Gn 18:27. 13 Ps22:7. 14 1 Cor 4:13. 

15 Jn8:1-11. 16 Mt26:75. 17 Mk 7:28. 

18 Ps 6:6-8. 19 Ps 35:1. 20 Nm 10:35. 

21 Ps 140:8; an ingenious rewriting of the verse to have the “plans” of the iniquitous person 
be the thoughts that demons cast into the minds of practicing Christians. 

22 Ps 86:1. 
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They surrounded me like bees, but they were extinguished quickly, like a 
fire fueled only by straw; in the name of the Lord, I consumed them.” 

I was cast down, overthrown, and I fell; but the Lord helped me and did 
not delay my word.*+ 


Investigate carefully and prepare arrows against all who are attacking.’ 
‘Take the medicines that the Spirit prepared for all the diseases, which it 
placed in the Psalms of the divine scriptures for you. And if the natural pas- 
sions do battle against you, petition God, the judge of all, in likeness of the 
widow, saying, “grant me justice against my adversary.”*° But if he does not 
deliver you immediately, do not doubt; if the battle against you persists, do 
not become weary. Instead, reflect on the fact that this Spirit is helping you. 

‘Take care that the evil one does not trouble you or disturb you with 
thoughts such that you lose hope. If you sin again and fall, stand. If you die, 
come to life. If you become lost, be found. If you go astray, turn back. Speak 
against your adversary: “Do not rejoice about me, my enemy, because I have 
fallen. I will stand again. Though I sit in shadow, the Lord illumines me,” 
because “he will not be angry forever, nor will he harbor his wrath forever.””’ 
For it is the Lord who said, “I will not leave you and I will not desert you.”** 
And it is ours to say confidently, “The Lord is my helper; I will not fear. 
What can an enemy among human beings do to me?”*? So, when you have 
encouraged your soul and aroused your mind with these things, and you 
have stood up from your fall, take care that you do not fall again. For as many 
are the methods of repentance by which you caused your soul to stand and 
turned from your sins, so many are the devices by which Satan causes you 
to slip. Take heed lest he steal you away by means of praise, or lest he puff 
you up in your own eyes and you swagger in your virtues like the Pharisee. 
Instead, humble yourself like the tax collector and, in likeness of him, strike 
your breast as you say, “God, have pity on me, a sinner.*° God, forgive me 
my debts.3 Lord, purge me of my iniquity, which is great. My maker, have 


23 Psxx18:12. 24 Ps 118:13. 

25 That is to say, read scripture and prepare “weapons,” or passages that might respond to 
demonic attack. See Evagrius’s Ta/king Back for an extended manual of such weaponized 
passages. 

26 Lk 18:3. 27 Mi 7:8; Ps 103:9. 28 Heb 13:5, citing Jo 1:5. 

29 Heb 13:6; citing Ps 117:6 (LXX), though with the addition of the word “enemy.” 

30 Lk 18:13. 

31 Mt 6:12. After reporting the tax collector’s statement from Luke, Evagrius turns 
to a kaleidoscope of biblical allusions, taking phrases from other biblical characters to 
compose this extended imagined speech of the tax collector. 
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pity on my weakness. My creator, spare me. My Lord, your hands labored 
and made me; do not neglect me, or I will perish. Lord, you who formed me 
in the dark womb and brought me forth to the light of his grace, bring me 
out from the darkness of odious things into the light, so that I may know you. 
For having departed from the world, may I never again be entangled in its 
affairs; having renounced the world’s passions, may I never again be defiled 
by them; having turned my face from it, may I never again look upon it. 

“Lord, show me your way of life.3* Lead me on your upright paths. 
Lord, I delight in you more than all riches. For this reason, I left my house, 
I left my inheritance, I have despised the love of my kin — I renounced 
everything, desiring to come to you.3} My sins fell on me and brought me 
to my knees. Bands of robbers came out from their lairs against me and laid 
hold of me. The passions stand erect against me like waves. Lord, do not 
leave me, but send from the height and quiet me; draw me out from the 
sea of debts.3+ I owe a great debt — thousands of coins — and to this point 
have paid nothing. Be patient with me and I will repay you.*5 I will not 
be ungrateful for your love, my Lord — the fact that you formed me from 
dust,3° placed your hand upon me, and are guiding me now.” 

Reflect on these things during the time of your prayer. Bring into your 
heart the sweetness and eternal compassion of God, both his general com- 
passion and that which applies to you individually. Be moved by his love, 
until the fire of his kindness is kindled within you, and remember the 
diseases and diverse sins of sinful human beings. Pardon them as if they 
were sinning against you. Ask forgiveness from God’s compassion on their 
behalf. But do not hate them, lest you become like the evil spirits that hate 
the image of God. What is more, do not be puffed up and think your- 
self comparable to others, because none among all that live are blameless 
before God, nor are there any righteous among those born of women. You 
do not know what will happen to you in the end. 

Recollect your sins, weep, and make atonement. Draw near to our Lord 
in your love, in the likeness of Mary. Tell him to forgive your sins and to 
answer you. If the evil one opposes you by cutting off hope, then recall the 
tax collector and the adulteress whom our Lord has forgiven. Trust him 
and believe, and you will live. 


32 See Ps 15:11 LXX(16:11 MT). 

33 In this, Evagrius is alluding to both Mt 19:29 and Lk 14:26. 

34. Evagrius asks the one praying to adopt the persona of the sea that Jesus calms in 
Lk 8:22-25. 

35 Mt 18:29. 36 See Gn 2:7. 
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Evagrius of Pontus, Pameneticus 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


This piece, which appears in most manuscripts alongside Protrepticus, is 
also a response from Evagrius to a person seeking advice about adopting 
a program of Christian discipline.’ This letter, however, is addressed to 
someone who is not just starting out, but seems to have been attempting 
Evagrius’s program for a while. This is clear because Evagrius’s advice 
concentrates on tools for cultivating a certain staying power: he warns 
against attempting too much at once; he advocates repentance and humil- 
ity as prime dispositions; he suggests that the person use his natural 
competitive impulse to compare himself to others who are more dedi- 
cated and more steady in their work than he is and thus inspire himself 
to a stronger commitment. His advice here also coincides with specific 
lessons evidenced in other Evagrian works, especially the usefulness of the 
Psalms as repeated prayers and the particular tactics a person could use in 
battle with demons. 

This translation is based on the Syriac edition of Wilhelm Frankenberg, 
Euagrios Ponticus (Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1912), 556-562. 


TRANSLATION 


You know, brother, that the one who wants to take a journey on a long road 
first takes stock of himself; then, he joins anyone he can find and agrees to 
journey together with them so that he will not fall behind his companions 
on the road and thus fail to reach his destination. So too it is for the one 
who intends to journey on the road to rectitude: he should consider his 
own nature, and then according to his capacity, choose for himself a way 


1 The reader can find a short biography of Evagrius in the introduction to Protrepticus 
above. 
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of life that is suitable for him. It is best to begin modestly and to end tri- 
umphantly, to move from small things to great things. Else he might set 
his heart on the perfect way of life from the start, but eventually have to 
let up, or just keep going through the motions to impress other people and 
thereby have his labor be in vain. Even people who are traveling on the 
road, if they exhaust themselves the first day hurrying along their paths, 
are sick for many days and cease making progress. If, though, they start out 
by walking a little bit at a time until they are accustomed to it, by the end 
they will not tire, even if they walk a lot. So too it is for the one who wants 
to approach the labors of virtue: he will train himself little by little until he 
arrives at perfection. 

Do not let it disturb you that the many pathways upon which the early 
fathers traveled varied, one way different from the next, nor be moved with 
envy to try to imitate all of them and thus have your own way confused. 
Instead, choose for yourself one that accords with your weakness and jour- 
ney on it — thus you will live. For your Lord is compassionate. He accepts 
you not on account of your labors, but on account of your willingness, just 
as he accepted the gift of the poor woman.’ 

For if the thought arises to you that you should increase your labors, do 
not hurry to do it, but be patient. If the thought persists in you and coaxes 
you to long for something greater, know that it is profitable and do it con- 
fidently, because it is from God. But if it comes to you once or twice and no 
more, reckon it as something from Satan, who is craftily seeking to hinder 
you. So it should be with all thoughts, as it was said among the fathers: “Do 
we not make an effort to distinguish them?” 

It is right for the one who approaches this way of life to be both cunning 
and innocent, wise and foolish, artful and simple - the former with respect 
to good things, and the latter with respect to evil things.’ Let us be wise 
enough to guard our way of life and not be led astray by evil spirits; let 
us be simple enough not to plot evil things against our friends, nor nur- 
ture lasting anger against our companions. Choose for yourself humility, 
the most honorable thing. It is an example and a foundation for all your 
merits.+ Let your worship be mild and your speech be lowly, and you will 
be beloved by God and by other human beings. Let the spirit of God dwell 


2 Mk 12:41-44 and parallels. 

3 Compare Mt 10:16. 

4 There is a slight issue in the Syriac here, though having “humility” as what is meant by 
the “example and foundation” makes the most sense. 
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in you, and it will come in its love and make an abode in you, both lodging 
with you and inhabiting you.‘ You see it if your heart is pure; it sows in you 
the good seed of reflection on its works and wonderment at its greatness, if 
in fact you withdraw in order to purify yourself from the thicket of desires 
and the thorns and thistles of evil habits. 

A sinful person who is anxious about his soul and becomes penitent is 
like a vessel which is full of filth and defiled that, once scoured, is purified 
and glittering. Or, that person is like a dark, cold coal that, once it enters 
the fire, becomes hot and glowing; or like pieces of gold and silver that are 
tarnished and then polished. He is like a body into which a soul has been 
breathed, a dead thing come to life, a lost thing found, a straying sheep 
returned, a sick person who has become well, a poor person who becomes 
rich, a grieving person who rejoices, a hungry person who is sated, a royal 
image that has been retouched, a run-down house that the king enters and 
lodges in and sets right.° 

And so, you should love repentance. Bring your neck under its yoke. 
Please your Lord by shifting from evil things to good ones. Willingly be 
reconciled, while there is still time, and while you yet have authority over 
yourself. Work at whatever you are competent to do, but after all of it, you 
should still think of yourself as an unprofitable servant, since you have not 
been able to repay anything that you owe.’ Say to yourself, “I am a hired 
worker; why am I failing to complete my daily labor? I have been invited; 
why do I avoid the companionship of my friends? I owe a great debt; how 
long will it take me to repay it? My journey is long; how long will it take me 
to complete my path? And how will the provisions suffice for it? My Lord 
has sent for me — he wants me; when will I reach him? I must run; why am 
I loaded down with the burden of earthly things? I am bound by the fetters 
of the love of this world. My friends are awake and I’m going to sleep? My 
friends are doing battle, and I’m going to be conquered? My friends are 
weeping, and I’m going to dance? My friends are distressed, and I’m going 
to rejoice? My friends are silent, and I’m going speak? My friends are med- 
itating on their Lord, his kingdom, and his glory, and I’m going to reflect 
on the very things that I promised to give up?” When you attempt to arise 
at night and your body is weighing you down, think on all these things. 


5 Alluding to Jn 14:7. 
6 A collage of biblical allusions, including Gn 2:7; Mt 5:6 and 9:12; Lk 15:3—-10; 2 Cor 8:9. 
7 An allusion to the unprofitable servant of Lk 17:10. 
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Also, bring this to mind: just how many are standing on their feet, how 
many are bowing, how many are kneeling, how many are weeping, how many 
are bellowing out groans, how many are groaning at the heaviness of the 
body, how many are drunk with love and disregard their natures, how many 
sing in their hearts to the Lord? At that time, reflect upon these things, 
so they can relieve you from all the body’s heaviness and reluctance, so 
you can offer prayer diligently with many tears. Furthermore, recall this: 
just how many are awake doing their duties, how many are traveling on 
roads, guiding plows, working at crafts, shepherding, guarding the stations, 
keeping an eye on their treasures? And if they do all this toil because of 
transitory things, how much more do I owe my Lord? 

When you stand at prayer, do not begin feebly, lest you perform all your 
prayer carelessly, slackly, and in a wishy-washy way. Instead, when you are 
standing, sign yourself with the cross, gather your thoughts, remember 
and be prepared, look at the one to whom you are praying, then begin. 
Force yourself so that at the very start of your prayer, tears flow and sor- 
row resides in you. In this way, all your prayer will be effective. When 
no thoughts hinder you, it is not necessary to pause between one section 
of the Psalms and the next. If, though, a tempest of thoughts opposes 
you, it is better to multiply your prayers and your tears instead of just 
repeating the Psalms. Expel them by every means you can try, whether by 
altering the sounds, or by something else.* Consider carefully what I am 
saying to you, and if some profitable reflection falls on you, let it fill you 
instead of the Psalms. Do not cast away a gift from God just to uphold 
your tradition! 

Prayer without meditation on God and vision of the mind mingled with 
it is a fatigue to the flesh. Do not rejoice in the quantity of the Psalms you 
repeat even as a veil is placed on your heart. A single word in proximity 
to God is better than a thousand at a distance. During the time of prayer, 
be guileless and simple, an astute child, because it is then that you see the 
glory of God. Set aside all strategies and evil purposes, and make yourself 
like an infant weaned yet near its mother. 

Blessed are you if the battle of prayer is hard for you. Say your words, 
offer your accusation, seek your judge. Turn a saying against your enemy 


8 Itis unclear what Evagrius means by “altering the sounds,” though it is possible that a 
change in tone, pitch, or pronunciation could change the tenor of prayers and help expel 
harmful thoughts. 
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in anger until he is conquered.’ And your Lord, seeing your vigilance, will 
judge you righteously and find your enemy guilty, sending him away from 
your presence while also supporting your weakness. And if the passions of 
pleasure attack you, seek refuge from them in your Lord. And if unclean 
thoughts also arise, do not be deeply distressed. Just do not consent to 
them. Do not accept them. Do not even give them a place in your mind, 
and in that very moment they will depart and flee, just like a wayfarer who 
turns aside to spend the night, then gets up early to leave. 

Pay attention so your mind does not roam at the time of your prayer, 
reflecting on vanities. You will impel the judge, whom you have dishon- 
ored, to anger instead of reconciliation. Before regular judges you show 
fear, but before God you show scorn? He who cannot perceive where he 
stands and does not know what he is saying — how does he think himself 
to be offering prayer? His understanding is blinded by the passions. He 
is standing on his feet, sleep-deprived, abstaining from the affairs of the 
world — thought by many to be dead to them. He yet remains zealous about 
all of them and is enticed by reflection on those things that are not near to 
him. But none of it is useful to him, just as dreams are not actually useful 
to those who see them. 

Take hold of yourself, O miserable one: your Lord is talking to you! Do 
not roam. His elect angels encircle you, so do not be troubled; the ranks of 
evil spirits are opposing you, so do not slacken. Know, my brother, that just 
as the angels rejoice when we glorify God in imitation of them, so too the 
evil spirits are annoyed when they see us being diligent at prayer. For as 
they denied glory, they strategize also against us to keep us from glorifying 
God, because their devices are rendered ineffective by our glorification of 
him. It is an armor and a shield against them. They are intent on holding us 
back from our service. So when they see that we are not paying attention to 
them, but are at every moment seeking and being faithful to God, they plot 
to harm us by anxious thoughts about specific persons and conversations 
with them — sometimes friends, sometimes enemies — so that the love of 
God may be replaced by the love of humanity. And instead of praying for 
our enemies, as we are commanded, we acquire enmity against those who 
have disturbed us, and thus our prayer turns into a reason for anger.'° 


9 Compare the advice given in Evagrius’s Talking Back, a collection of scriptural passages 
marked for speaking aloud in response to specific types of demonic attack. 
10 Mt 5:44. 
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Protect yourself, then, from the wiles of the enemies, and guard your- 
self from those who want to add to their evil, as they err and cause others 
to err. Begin on the road of prayer confidently, so that quickly and eas- 
ily you come to the place of tranquility; that is your fortress against the 
place of fear. When your mind becomes diligent and reasonable, the offer- 
ing of your prayer will be accepted like the offering of Abel. The one who 
stands against you, for his part, will be shamed, and you will be a fright to 
the demons during the time of your prayer. The words of your mouth will 
be according to the will of God. 


85 


IO 


John Chrysostom, 
Letters to Olympias 9, 12, and 17 
Translated by Edward Vodoklys, SF 


INTRODUCTION 


John Chrysostom (ca. 347-407) is regarded as one of the greatest preachers 
in early Christian history. Born and raised in Antioch, with parents wealthy 
enough to finance an exceptional rhetorical and literary education under 
the tutelage of the renowned Libanius, he began studying the Christian 
scriptures late in his adolescence in Diodore of Tarsus’s ascetic community 
and eventually ascended through the ecclesiastical ranks before his ordi- 
nation as a presbyter by bishop Flavian in 386. A dozen years later John 
would relocate to Constantinople, where he was appointed as the city’s 
bishop. It was there that he became embroiled in political affairs that had 
lasting consequences for his life and career. In a flight of civic rivalry, in 
403 bishop Theophilus of Alexandria summoned the Council of the Oak 
on the outskirts of nearby Chalcedon with the express purpose of deposing 
and exiling John for his failure to condemn without trial a group of monks 
called the Tall Brothers whose theology, according to Theophilus, bore the 
taint of Origenism and was therefore heterodox. The deposition did not 
stick and John was reinstated at Constantinople. However, he returned to 
a city whose elites were not excited to have him back because he remained 
unrepentantly critical of their lifestyle, which he deemed to be contrary 
to the gospel; and his relationship with the imperial family, already ten- 
uous due to his public denunciations of their opulence and his insulting 
reference to the Empress Eudoxia as a new Jezebel, was so toxic that John 
was finally sent into exile to Cucusus in Armenia (about seventy days from 
Constantinople by land). But through letter writing John was able to 
maintain considerable influence over affairs in Constantinople, leading his 
opponents to successfully petition the emperor to relocate him to an even 
remoter spot, a small Caucasian village named Pityus on the eastern end 
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of the Black Sea (over a thousand kilometers by sea from Constantinople). 
John died en route to Pityus on September 14, 407. Three decades later his 
body was exhumed and translated back to Constantinople. 

John’s most ardent supporter was Olympias, an aristocratic and enor- 
mously wealthy widow of high education and keen intelligence who became 
a deaconess. She founded and led a community of women attached to the 
church in Constantinople, which was devoted to caring for the sick and 
poor and providing hospitality for visitors, among other charitable works. 
Upon John’s elevation to the episcopacy, she became his most trusted ally 
and confidante. Her support for John did not lessen after his exile, as a 
consequence of which she herself was fined. She later retired to Cyzicus, 
having suffered a kind of physical and psychological breakdown from the 
strain of the controversy over John and his exile. John wrote frequently to 
Olympias from exile, and seventeen of his letters survive (none of hers is 
extant). This correspondence offers us a rare glimpse into a spiritual and 
intellectual relationship between a man and a woman who cared deeply for 
each other but were nonetheless both celibates committed to the service 
of God. Throughout the correspondence, John attempts to help Olympias 
break free of her despondency, seemingly to no avail, and stresses his inten- 
tion that his letters be a form of medicine of which Olympias should avail 
herself through constant reflection. 

Three of the seventeen letters are translated here. Letter g was written 
from Cucusus toward the end of 404 after his arduous journey from 
Constantinople, which he recounts with dramatic flair. Letter 12 was writ- 
ten in the spring of 405, after he heard about the trials Olympias had endured 
in Constantinople because of her support of John. Letter 17 was written in 
the spring of 407, a few months before his death; John uses this final letter 
to Olympias to rouse her from despondency. In his writing, John sometimes 
refers to himself in the plural. The translations are based on the Greek edi- 
tion of Anne-Marie Malingrey, Jean Chrysostome. Lettres a Olympias, 2nd ed., 
Sources chrétiennes 13 bis (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1968). 


TRANSLATION 
Letter 9: To Olympias 


1, 1. Why do you lament? Why do you beat yourself up and impose upon 
yourself punishments that not even your enemies could impose upon you, 
by having so surrendered your soul to the tyranny of despondency? For the 
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letter you sent to us through Patricius' has revealed these wounds of your 
mind. Therefore I am so upset and quite pained because, even though you 
ought to be making every effort and doing your best to drive despondency 
from your soul, you go about collecting painful thoughts, even imagining 
things that do not exist (for this is what you said) and tearing yourself to 
pieces for no purpose, in vain, and with the greatest harm to yourself. For 
why does it bother you that you could not get us moved from Cucusus? 
Yet you have done your part to get us moved since you made every effort 
and did your best. If the effort did not come to a successful conclusion, 
that is not a reason why you should be upset. For perhaps it seemed good 
to God that I should be made to run the race’s longer double course so 
that my crowns may become even more illustrious.* Why then are you 
upset about these things in consequence of which our praises are sung, 
when because of these things you should be jumping for joy, dancing, and 
putting on the victory crowns, that we have been judged worthy of so great 
an honor which surpasses all that we deserve? But does the desolation of 
this place bother you? Well, what could be more pleasant than living here? 
Tranquility, serenity, plenty of leisure, good bodily health. For indeed, even 
if the city lacks a marketplace and a bazaar, this means nothing to me. For 
I have all I need as if flowing from springs. Furthermore, I have my lord 
the local bishop and my lord Dioscorus} constantly preoccupied with this 
one task: our repose. The good Patricius will also tell you how we pass the 
days in good cheer, in happiness, and in serving much, as it pertains to my 
living here. 

2. If you lament over what happened in Caesarea,* in this case too you 
would be acting in a way unworthy of yourself. For there too, illustrious 
crowns were woven for us again, to the point that all were singing our 
praises, acclaiming us, marveling at us; they were astonished at the horrible 
treatment we suffered when we were expelled. But do not let anyone know 
these things yet, even if many have spread the news. For my lord Paeanius' 


1 One of Olympias’s letter carriers. 

2 A typical race course went from one end of a stadium to the other; for a double course, 
the runner had to run from one end to the other and then back again. In antiquity 
the winners of athletic contests received “crowns” weaved from garlands as prizes; in 
Christianity, the word “crown” was often used in a metaphorical sense to refer to victory 
in persecution (martyrdom), as well as in ascetical, moral, and spiritual contests. 

3 A wealthy resident of Cucusus who supported John. 

4 John begins to recount the events in Caesarea in section 2 below. 

5 A powerful urban prefect who was a friend of John. 
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has revealed to me that the presbyters of Pharetrius® himself were present 
there, who claimed that they were in communion with us and had no part- 
nership with our opponents, neither relating nor having communion with 
them. So then, lest we disturb them, let no one know about these matters. 
For the misfortunes that befell us were extremely difficult. And had there 
been nothing else dreadful for me to suffer, what happened there would 
have sufficed to procure countless prizes for me; such were the extremes 
our danger had attained. Now I beseech you, keep these secrets to yourself 
and I shall briefly recount them to you, not to bother you, but to bring 
you joy. For this is the source of my profit, this is my wealth, this is the 
cost of my sins: continuous wayfaring through great trials and having them 
inflicted upon me by people from whom I would never have expected them. 

3. For when we were about to enter the region of the Cappadocians after 
having got away from the Galatian,’ the very one who almost threatened us 
with death, many people met us along the way, saying, “The lord Pharetrius 
is waiting for you, going everywhere so he won’t miss your company, and 
making every effort and doing his best to see you, embrace you, and show 
you all his affection. He even roused the monasteries of men and women.” 
But for my part, when I heard these reports, I had been expecting none of 
these things to happen, but rather had been imagining within myself the 
opposite. None of these thoughts, however, did I mention to any of those 
who had reported these things. 

2, 1. When at long last I finally reached Caesarea, exhausted, withered, 
laid low by a burning fever at its very peak, distraught, suffering in the 
extreme, I happened upon an inn located at the very edge of the city and 
made haste to meet physicians and to quench that fiery furnace; indeed, 
it was the peak of my three-day fever. Added to this were the difficulty 
of the journey, the fatigue, the stress, the dearth of caretakers, the lack of 
provisions, the absence of a physician near us, being tortured by fatigue, 
heat, and sleeplessness. I entered the city nearly a corpse! Then, in 
fact, they appeared — all the clergy, the people, the male and female monks, 
physicians — and I enjoyed considerable treatment as all of them served and 
ministered to us in every way. But still gripped by the overwhelming leth- 
argy of the fever, I was in my final throes. Finally, little by little, the illness 
started to abate and subside. Pharetrius, however, was not there. But he was 
expecting our demise, with what intention I do not know.* 


6 Bishop of Caesarea. 7 Leontius, bishop of Ancyra. 
8 John wasn’t quite sure if Pharetrius was a friend or a foe. 
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2. So when I saw the malady subsiding gradually, I finally planned for 
my journey so that I could reach Cucusus and rest a little there from the 
road’s hardships. But while we were still in those regions, it was suddenly 
reported that Isaurians were overrunning the region of Caesarea with an 
innumerable horde, that they had burned a large village, and that they were 
disposed toward extreme acts. Upon hearing this news, the tribune took 
the soldiers in his charge and set off. For they were afraid that they would 
also attack the city. And all were in terror, all in agony, sensing the danger 
for the very soil of the homeland so that even the elders? themselves han- 
dled the defense of the city walls. 

3. Such were the circumstances at this point, when suddenly toward 
dawn a troop of monks (for I must speak like this and indicate their frenzy 
with this term) rushed upon the house where we were, threatening to set 
fire to it, burn it down, and subject us to extreme acts unless I came out. 
And neither fear of the Isaurians nor the illness so violently laying into me 
nor anything else moderated them, but they laid into us breathing so much 
fury that even the provincial guards themselves were frightened. And in 
fact, they kept threatening them with blows and boasting that they had 
already shamefully beaten many other provincial guards. 

4. Upon hearing these threats, the provincial guards sought refuge with 
us, entreating us and pleading: “Even if we end up falling to the Isaurians, 
deliver us from these wild beasts!” When the governor heard this, he raced 
down to the house intending to offer his assistance. Even though he pleaded 
with them, the monks refused; he too was powerless. So perceiving that the 
situation had reached an impasse and not daring to counsel us to go out to 
certain death nor to remain inside any longer because of the monks’ exces- 
sive frenzy, he sent an envoy to Pharetrius entreating him to give us a few 
days because of my illness and the impending danger. But nothing came 
of this, and on the next day they were even more violent. And none of the 
presbyters dared to stand with us and help, but ashamed and blushing (for 
they said that these things took place according to Pharetrius’s plan) they 
hid themselves and slipped away, not responding to our calls. 

5. What more need be said? With great terrors impending, death being 
nearly certain, and the fever torturing me (for I had still not been released 
from the maladies in that regard), at high noon I flung myself onto the litter 
and was carried from there, with the whole populace wailing, screaming, 


9 Or, “presbyters.” 
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and cursing the man responsible for these things, and everyone groan- 
ing and lamenting. 

6. When I left the city, some of the clergy gradually left the city too, 
expressing their grief as they escorted us. And we heard some say, “How 
can you lead him to certain death?!” Another person, one of our close 
friends, said to us: “Depart, I beg you! Fall to the Isaurians; just get away 
from us. For you will fall into safety wherever you may fall, so long as 
you escape our clutches!” When the noble Seleucia, the wife of my lord 
Rufinus, heard and saw these things (for she had taken especially good care 
of us), she entreated us and begged us to come lodge at her suburban villa 
five miles from the city. She sent people to escort us, and we set off for that 
destination. 

3, 1. But not even there would the conspiracy against us desist. For 
as soon as Pharetrius learned about it, he set forth many threats against 
her, as she said. But when she received me into her suburban villa, I myself 
knew nothing of them; rather, coming out to us, she hid them from us and 
made it clear to her attendant there that he should provide us with every 
comfort, and that, if any monks should approach intending to insult or 
harm us, he should assemble farmers from her other properties and thus 
marshal a line of defense against them. She even entreated me to take ref- 
uge in her house, which had a vault and was impregnable, so that I might 
escape the clutches of the bishop and monks. 

2. I refused this offer, however, and instead remained in the suburban 
villa, knowing nothing of what was being prepared next. For not even this 
was enough for them to calm their frenzy against us. Then in the mid- 
dle of the night and with me knowing nothing of what was happening — 
indeed, Pharetrius put great pressure [upon Seleucia], making good on his 
threat, just as she said, compelling and pushing her to expel us even from 
the suburbs — the woman, unable to endure his pestering (of which I was 
unaware) and ashamed to mention the constraint she was under, declared 
then and there that the barbarians had arrived.*° And in the middle of the 
night, Evethius the presbyter came to me and roused me from my sleep, and 
with a loud cry yelled, “Get up! Please! The barbarians are here! They’re 
right next door!” Imagine what state I was in when I heard this news! Then, 
when I asked him what we should do, he replied, “We can’t take refuge in 


10 John is constantly stating his ignorance of Pharetrius’s threats against Seleucia because 
he doesn’t want to give the impression of having knowingly put Seleucia in harm’s way. 
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the city, lest we suffer something worse than what the Isaurians will do to 
us.” He forced me to leave. 

3. It was a moonless night, the middle of night, murky, dark — this in and 
of itself filled the night with confusion for us — and no one was present, no 
one there to help, for everyone had abandoned us. Nevertheless, propelled 
by fear and expecting to die immediately, I roused myself even though 
I was still sick, and ordered torches to be lit. But the presbyter ordered 
them to be extinguished so that the barbarians, he said, would not be sum- 
moned to us by the light and attack us. So the torches were extinguished. 

4. Then, because the road was quite jagged, steep, and rocky, the mule 
carrying our litter fell down to its knees, causing me to fall down as I was 
inside. I nearly died! Then I jumped out and walked trailing behind Evethius 
the presbyter (for he had jumped down from his mount), and thus I pro- 
ceeded, guided or rather dragged. For it was impossible to proceed through 
such harsh terrain and difficult mountains in the middle of the night. 

5. Imagine what my suffering was like: afflicted by such great maladies 
with a looming fever, and knowing nothing of what was being prepared 
against me, but fearing the barbarians and trembling with the expectation 
of falling into their clutches. Don’t you think that these sufferings alone, 
even if nothing else happened to me, could discharge many of our sins and 
give me a chance for good credit? 

6. Now the cause of all this, at least as I see it, is that just after my arrival 
in Caesarea everyone used to come see me every day — dignitaries, depu- 
ties, sophists from the governor’s offices, military officers, and the entire 
populace — to show me support and treat me as the apple of their eye. 
All this, I think, irritated Pharetrius, and the malice that drove us from 
Constantinople did not leave us alone here, at least as I see it. Now I cannot 
prove this, but I suspect it to be the case. What can one say about the other 
events along the journey, the terrors, the dangers? Calling them to mind 
daily and turning them over in my thought, I flutter with pleasure, I leap 
about as one who has a great treasure stowed away. For that’s how I am 
and how I feel. Therefore, also I beseech Your Dignity to rejoice at these 
things, to be glad, to leap about, to glorify God who has deemed us worthy 
of such suffering. I also beseech you to keep these things to yourself and 
tell no one, even though the provincial guards" in particular can fill the 
entire city with the news because they also experienced the most extreme 


11 These may be the carriers of this letter to Olympias, who would have personally gone 
through the hardships with John. 
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forms of danger for themselves. Moreover, let no one learn of this from 
Your Reverence; also silence those who speak of it. 

4, 1. If you are upset because of the lingering effects of my malady, know 
for certain that I have completely recovered from them all and my body 
is healthier than during my stay there.'* Why do you dread the frost? For 
indeed suitable lodgings have been prepared for us, and my lord Dioscorus 
is making every effort and doing his best to keep us from taking even the 
slightest notice of the cold. If I can guess based on the beginning of our 
time here, the current weather seems to me to be eastern and no worse 
than that of Antioch, such is its warmth, such is its mild weather. 

2. But you really bothered me when you said, “Perhaps we bothered you 
by neglecting you.” Yet several days ago I wrote to Your Dignity beseech- 
ing you not to get me moved from here! As for me, I was able to reflect 
on your needing a long defense and lots of sweat and toil to defend this 
statement. But perhaps you gave a partial defense when you said, “I mull 
over this simply to increase my affliction.” But then again, the most serious 
charge against you arises when you say, “And I am obsessed with my pains 
in my thoughts.” Even though you must make every effort and do your 
best to free yourself from this affliction, by increasing your despondency 
and distress you are doing the will of the devil. Or don’t you recognize how 
serious despondency is? 

3. Don’t be afraid of the Isaurians in the future, for they have returned 
to their own region, and the governor has done everything with regard to 
this matter. We are in a much safer situation here than in Caesarea. Indeed, 
in the future I fear no one as much as the bishops, with a few exceptions. 
So in sum, don’t be afraid of the Isaurians, for they have retreated and, now 
that winter has held them in check, they are confined at home, though they 
might come out in the future after Pentecost. 

4. How can you say that you received no benefit from my letters? I have 
already sent you three long epistles, one via the provincial guards, another 
via Antonius, and the third via Anatolius your servant. Two of them in 
particular are a saving drug capable of reviving everyone who is despond- 
ent, everyone who is stumbling, and guiding them to unadulterated cheer- 
fulness. So once you receive them, go through them continually and 
thoroughly: you will see their power and perceive their great experience in 
healing and their usefulness, and then you will show us that you’ve received 
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something quite beneficial from them. I also have a third one ready, similar 
to them, which I did not intend to send now since I was quite upset by your 
saying, “And I collect painful thoughts for myself, even imagining things 
that do not exist”"} — a sentence uttered by you but unworthy of yourself, 
which made me feel ashamed and hide my face. In any event, read those 
letters and you will no longer say such things, even if you struggle endlessly 
with being despondent. 

5. Since you have also updated us about Heracleides the bishop,*+ he can 
give his resignation, if he wants, and be released from everything; there is 
nothing else left for him to do. As for me, even though I had done noth- 
ing significant, nevertheless I made it clear to my lady Pentadia‘s that she 
should display every effort if she’s going to figure out some remedy for 
the malady. Moreover, you said that you have dared to inform me about the 


causes of your distress because he’® 


commanded it. What sort of daring 
is that? I have not stopped nor will I ever stop saying that sin is the only 
thing that causes distress. Everything else is dust and smoke. For what is 
hard about living in a prison and wearing chains? What is hard about suf- 
fering evil treatment when suffering evil treatment is the occasion for great 
profit? What is hard about exile? About the confiscation of your property? 
These are words devoid of the terrifying reality, words stripped of distress. 
Should you mention death, you would be talking about a debt to nature, 
something that must endure forever, even if no one invites it. Should you 
mention exile, you would be talking about nothing other than seeing the 
country and many cities. Should you speak of the confiscation of my pos- 
sessions, you would be talking about freedom and being unimpeded. 

5, 1. Do not abandon Maruthas the bishop; help someone who depends 
on you, so that you may pull him out of the pit.'7 For I have the greatest 
need for him because of the affairs in Persia. And, if possible, learn from 
him what he accomplished there and why he was there, and let us know 
whether you delivered the two letters that I sent to him. Were he willing 
to write to us, we will write to him again, but if he is unwilling, let him at 
least report to Your Reverence whether anything else has happened there 


13 See above, section 1. 

14 Bishop of Ephesus, who was condemned by the Council of the Oak. 

15 A deaconess of Constantinople. 

16 That is, Heracleides. 

17 Bishop of Martyropolis in Mesopotamia. In spite of his friendship with John, Maruthas 
had voted in favor of Chrysostom’s deposition. Nonetheless, Chrysostom apparently 
thought that Maruthas could be won back to his side. 
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and whether he should be likely to accomplish anything by going back. For 
this is why I was so eager to converse with him. In any event, let all this 
become your concern. Even if everyone goes about with a hangdog look, 
complete your tasks. For your recompense will be perfect. By all means, 
then, be as friendly as possible with him. 

2. beg you: do not disregard what I am about to say, but demonstrate 
all haste toward it. The Marsian monks (that is, the Gothic monks), among 
whom Serapion’* the bishop has forever been hidden, informed me that 
Moduarius the deacon arrived with the news that Unila, that admirable 
bishop upon whom I had previously laid my hands and whom I sent to 
Gothia, fell asleep’? after having accomplished many great works,*° and 
he came with a letter from the king of the Goths that requested a bishop 
be sent to them. Since, then, I see no other way to avoid the impending 
disaster than by postponement and delay (for they cannot sail into the 
Bosphorus now, let alone to those further regions),*' prepare them to stay 
put for a while because of the winter storms. Now do not imprudently 
disregard this, for its success is of the greatest importance. In fact, there 
are two things that would especially bother me if they were to happen (let 
it not be so!): that someone be made bishop by those who perpetrate great 
evils and do not have the right, and that someone be made bishop impru- 
dently. For even you yourself know that they are not eager to make a noble 
man the bishop. If this should happen (let it not be so!), you know what 
the result will be. So then, discreetly make every effort so that neither of 
these things happen. If Moduarius can hasten to us secretly, that would be 
of the greatest advantage. But if he cannot, let what can be done out of the 
possible options be done. 

3. For what came about with the money, and what happened with the 
widow” holds true with practical affairs: just as she who put down two 
coins and thereby gave up everything she owned outdid all those who put 
down more, so too those who have devoted themselves to practical affairs 


18 Bishop of Thrace and the former archdeacon of John; ardent in his support of John, he 
was also widely regarded as a troublemaker and apparently had gone into hiding for a 
time. 

19 A biblical expression for death, implying a future resurrection. 

20 At an unknown date John had consecrated Unila to be the bishop of the Christian 
Goths in the Crimea. 

21 Sailing was markedly limited during the winter time. A new bishop travelling from 
Constantinople to Crimea would not be able to make it through the Bosphorus Strait 
north of Constantinople, let alone to the northern coast of the Black Sea. 

22 See Mk 12:42. 
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with all their energy fulfilled everything that depends on them even if 
nothing much comes about, and they have their complete recompense.’} I 
am very grateful for Hilarius the bishop, for he wrote to me requesting that 
he be allowed to return to his homeland, to set straight his affairs there, and 
then to return here again. And so since his presence is a great benefit (for 
he is a reverent, stalwart, and passionate man), at his departure I begged 
him to return quickly. So make sure that my letter is quickly and safely 
delivered to him and not put aside. For indeed with great desire and insist- 
ence he asked for a letter from us and his presence is a great benefit. By 
all means, then, be careful with my epistles. If Helladius the priest is not 
present there, make sure that they are delivered to our friends by any intel- 
ligent person with a brain. 


Letter 12: To Olympias 


1, 1. Having come back from the very gates of death I write these words 
to Your Propriety. That’s why I was quite pleased that the children have 
come to meet us now as we were dropping anchor in the harbor. For if 
they had met up with me while I was still being tossed on the open sea and 
enduring the harsh waves of my illness, it would not have been easy for me 
to deceive Your Reverence by reporting good news instead of bad. Indeed, 
the winter storms, which are more violent than usual, also brought on a 
harsher storm in our stomach, and I spent the past two months feeling no 
better, but even far worse, than a corpse. For I was alive only just enough 
to perceive the terrors circling all around me. Everything was night for 
me — day, dawn, midday — and I passed the time clinging to my bed. And 
despite my numerous schemes, I could not shake off the damage done by 
the cold. Instead, I kindled a fire and put up with the harshest smoke; I was 
cooped up in one little attic room and had numerous blankets; I didn’t dare 
step beyond the threshold and I suffered in the extreme, under continuous 
attack from bouts of vomiting, headaches, loss of appetite, and constant 
insomnia. Indeed, I thus spent an ocean of night in great bouts of insomnia. 
Lest I torture your mind any more by dwelling on my difficulties, we have 
now been released from them all! For as soon as springtime arrived and the 
weather changed a bit, everything dissipated on its own. But nevertheless 


23 See Mt 6:2. See above, in section 1, where Chrysostom suggests to Olympias that her 
failed efforts to secure a new location for his exile were not in vain. 
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I must still be quite precise in my diet even now; indeed, that’s why I make 
sure the fare for my stomach is light so that I can digest it easily. 

2. Learning that Your Propriety was on your last breath put us into a 
state of extraordinary anxiety. But nevertheless because of my great affec- 
tion, concern, and anxiety for your well-being, we were released from this 
concern, even before this letter arrived from Your Dignity, when many 
came from there*# and gave us reports about your health. And now I am 
particularly happy and delighted not only that the illness has abated, but 
above all that you bear your circumstances so nobly by calling them all a 
“fiction.” Better still, you have also applied this term to the sickness of your 
body, an attitude characteristic of a robust soul that teems with the abun- 
dant fruit of courage. For not only bearing difficulties nobly but not even 
taking notice of them when they are present and instead despising them, 
and with a real easy temper weaving the crown of patience, without weari- 
ness, without toil, without possessing troubles of your own, without causing 
them for others, as if you were skipping and dancing: this is the proof of 
your most sophisticated philosophical disposition. Because of these things, 
I rejoice and skip, I am set aloft with pleasure, I do not feel my current 
isolation nor the other vicissitudes, since I am happy and glad and utterly 
beaming over your high-mindedness and your successive victories, not 
only because of you but also because of that great and well-populated city 
where you have taken the place of a tower and a harbor and wall, releasing 
a brilliant sound through your deeds and educating both sexes in the midst 
of your sufferings about how to strip down readily for such great contests, 
to enter into the arena with all courage, and to endure with good spirits the 
sweat that comes from such great contests. 

3. It is indeed remarkable that without rushing into the marketplace or 
occupying the center of the city, but by sitting in a small room and a cot- 
tage, you invigorate and prepare those around you for the contest. Even 
though the sea is so furious and the billows so high, and crags and reefs and 
rocky ledges and wild beasts appear on every side, and the deepest darkness 
shrouds everything, you so unfurl the sails of patience and cruise with great 
ease as though at midday and on calm waters and with a breeze at the stern, 
not only not buffeted by this harsh storm but not even splashed. And this 
makes perfect sense, for such are the rudders of virtue. Now when traders, 
pilots, sailors, and seamen see clouds gathering or wild gusts of wind, or a 


24 That is, from Constantinople. 
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surge of waves gurgling with the fiercest froth, they keep their boats within 
the harbor. But if it should ever happen that they find themselves swaying 
on the open sea, they do everything and devise a way to anchor their ship 
at a mooring, island, or cape. But as for you, even though countless winds 
and waves so fierce crash on every side, and the deep of the sea is churned 
up from the severity of the storm, and some drown and float dead upon the 
water while others drift naked on a plank, in the middle of all this you leap 
over this sea of evils and declare all these things to be a fiction, sailing with 
a fair wind in the storm. And this makes perfect sense, for even if pilots 
should be infinitely learned in this branch of knowledge, they still do not 
have sufficient skill to withstand every storm; therefore, they often flee 
from battle against the waves. 

4. But your knowledge is superior to every storm — it is the power of the 
philosophical soul, which is stronger than countless armies, more powerful 
than weapons, and more secure than towers and walls. To soldiers, weapons 
and walls and towers are only useful for the body’s security and this doesn’t 
hold true forever and ever, but there are times when all of these deterio- 
rate and leave those fleeing to them for protection destitute. Your weapons 
do not fend off barbarian arrows, enemies’ war engines, or methods or 
surprises like these, but they do trample on the compulsions of nature 
and destroy its tyranny and ruin their citadel. You won countless victories 
fighting constantly with demons and did not receive a single blow; instead, 
you stood unwounded in a dense shower of arrows and returned to your 
assailants the spears hurled against you. For such is the wisdom of your 
skill: through the evils you suffer, you retaliate against their perpetrators; 
through the plots made against you, you cause distress to your opponents, 
since you hold their malice as the greatest foundation for the beginning 
of a better reputation. Knowing these things well and having the insight 
born of experience, it makes sense that you call all these things “a fiction.” 
For, tell me, how could you not call them a fiction when you have received 
a mortal body and show such disdain for death, like those who hasten to 
leave a foreign country and return to their native land? Despite living 
with a most severe illness, you are more cheerfully disposed than those in 
good physical condition and vigorous, neither disconsolate over insults nor 
euphoric over honors and glory. Now the latter is the cause of countless 
evils for many who, after an illustrious career in the priesthood and upon 
attaining the extremity of old age and the deepest of gray hair, slip up at 
this point and now lie prostrate as a public spectacle to those who want 
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to ridicule them. In contrast, you are a woman who wears a cobweb for a 
body and yet endures these intense attacks; not only have you not suffered 
anything like this, but also you have prevented many others from suffering 
a similar fate. These people progressed a little bit in the contests, but from 
the very beginning and once they had crossed the finish line, so to speak, 
they were brought down. You, however, have reached the finish line count- 
less times and carried off the prize in each competition, having proven 
yourself in various kinds of matches and contests. And this makes perfect 
sense, for in the struggles for virtue neither one’s age nor the body matters, 
but only the soul and the mind. Thus even women have been crowned and 
men tripped up; thus children have been proclaimed victors and old men 
put to shame. 

5. We must always, then, admire those who pursue virtue, especially when 
certain people are discovered clinging to it while many abandon it. This is 
indeed why Your Gracefulness deserves admiration in excess, because, even 
though so many have turned away — men, women, elders, those who seem 
to enjoy the greatest reputations, all laid low in plain sight not due to a 
great surge of warfare or a strong enemy line; rather, they fell before the 
clash and were defeated before the battle was joined — not only did you not 
become effeminate after such battles and lines and grow withered with the 
crowd of maladies, but you even became more vigorous, and the increase 
of your struggles is providing you an increase of strength. For the memory 
of past virtuous deeds becomes for you the foundation of happiness, joy, 
and greater intention. Because of these things, we rejoice, we dance, and 
we are happy. For I will not stop repeating this continually and publiciz- 
ing the foundation of my joy everywhere. And so, even if our separation 
from you bothers you, you still have the great comfort of your achieve- 
ments. For even we who are banished such a great journey’s distance away 
reap no small harvest of happiness from this crop, I mean, from your 
courage. 


Letter 17: lo Olympias 


1, 1. Have no concern for us and do not torment yourself with anxiety over 
the winter’s brutality, our stomach’s infirmity, and the Isaurians’ incursions. 
For the winter has only been what one expects it to be in Armenia — noth- 
ing more need be said. It does not cause us any major hardship. For in 
anticipation we came up with numerous measures to evade harm here: we 
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keep a fire burning continuously, we keep the room where we are staying 
insulated by using lots of blankets, and we remain inside at all times. This 
is indeed burdensome for us, save for the benefit it provides. As long as 
we remain inside we are not brutally tormented by the cold, but if we are 
forced to go outside for a bit, and deal with the air outside, no small degree 
of harm is inflicted upon us. Therefore I beg Your Dignity and as the great- 
est favor I ask you to pay great attention to rectifying your body’s infirmity. 

2. For despondency also engenders sickness: whenever the body is both 
exhausted and debilitated, and lies in great neglect, and enjoys the benefit 
of neither physicians nor good weather nor an abundance of provisions, 
realize that this causes no small intensification of misery. Therefore I beg 
Your Dignity to take advantage of the outstanding and experienced physi- 
cians capable of rectifying such conditions with drugs. A few days ago, in 
fact, when our stomach was susceptible to bouts of vomiting because of the 
condition of the weather, I used, along with another treatment, the drug 
that was sent to us by my most modest lady Syncletion, and not needing 
more than three days’ application of it we rectified our stomach’s infirmity. 
So I beg you to use it yourself and to make arrangements to have some of 
it sent back to us. 

3. And in fact, when we felt the urge to vomit again, we used it again 
and were completely rectified. For it relieves inflammation in the bowels, 
draws out moisture, provides moderate warmth, infuses an unusual inten- 
sity, arouses an appetite for food, and gives us the experience of all these 
effects within a few days. So make sure that my lord, the most venerable 
Count Theophilus, is asked to prepare and send some of it back to us. 

4. And do not be bothered that we are spending the winter here, for we 
are far more comfortable and healthy now than a year ago. Accordingly, if 
you also should take proper care of yourself, you would be in much better 
condition. If you say that your illnesses have been born from despondency, 
how is it that you again seek letters from us when you have not reaped 
from them any harvest of contentment and instead have been so drowned 
by the tyranny of despondency that you even desire now to take your leave 
of this place??5 

5. Do you not know how great a recompense one receives for sickness? 
Did I not often discuss this subject with you, both in person and through 
letters? But since perhaps either the multitude of your preoccupations, or 


25 A euphemism for having a death wish. 
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the peculiar nature of your illness and corresponding misfortunes, do not 
allow you to have a continually fresh memory of what I said, listen to us 
again as we chant the same calming verses for the ulcers of your despond- 
ency. “For to write the same things,” he says, “is not irksome to me, but a 
safeguard for you.”*° 

2, 1. What then am I saying and writing? Nothing, Olympias, is equal 
to patience amidst upsetting circumstances for an account of good credit. 
For it is the queen of the goods and the very best garland of crowns; just as 
it lords over all the other virtues, so too by itself this highest form is more 
splendid than the others. Perhaps what I said is unclear; let me, then, make 
it clearer. What is it, then, that I mean? Not the deprivation of goods (even 
if one were stripped of all possessions), not the loss of honor, not the expul- 
sion from one’s homeland and deportation to a foreign land, not the torture 
of toil and sweat, not imprisonment and enchainment, not abuses and 
reproaches and mockeries: do not think that nobly bearing such indignities 
is anything but a trivial form of perseverance. 

2. And Job, a man of such greatness and strength, shows this when he 
was blindsided in an extraordinary way by this trial. Yet neither this, nor 
the loss of children, even if they were all snatched away in one fell swoop, 
nor enemies constantly attacking, nor anything else of a similar nature, nor 
the culmination of things considered to be distressing — death, so fearsome 
and awful — is so oppressive as bodily sickness. The greatest champion in 
patience shows these things. For when he fell into bodily illness, he con- 
sidered his end to be a release from the suffocating horrors; and when he 
suffered everything else, he felt nothing, though he received blow after blow, 
the last of which was fatal. Now this was no trivial matter but a part of the 
cruelest malice on the part of his enemy: at the time when Job no longer 
had his youthful vigor — he was not now marching into battle for the first 
time, but had already been worn down by the frequency of [his enemy’s] 
repeated darts — [his enemy] dealt the fatal blow to [Job’s] children, and 
this in such a cruel manner that, in one fell swoop, it destroyed all mem- 
bers of both sexes at an untimely age and by a violent end, and the manner 
of their death caused an improvised tomb to be built for them. For [Job] 
neither saw them lying upon a bed, nor kissed their hands, nor heard their 
final words, nor touched their feet and knees, nor closed their mouths, 
nor shut their eyes when they were about to die, all of which bring no 
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little consolation to fathers separated from their children. Nor did he carry 
some in a procession to the grave and, upon returning home, find others as 
a consolation for the departed. But he heard how, at the time of the ban- 
quet, a banquet brimming with love not drunkenness, everyone reclining 
on couches at a table of brotherly love had been crushed and everything 
jumbled together: the blood, the wine, the cups, the roof, the table, the 
dust, and the limbs of his children. And yet by the time that he heard about 
these things, even before them there were other cruelties. Those flocks 
and whole herds had also cruelly perished: the wretched messenger of this 
tragedy reported that some were consumed by a fire tumbling down from 
above and all the others, along with their shepherds, were snatched up and 
butchered in one fell swoop by various enemies. 

3. Still, when he saw such a great squall unleashed in a brief moment 
of time on his fields, his house, his animals, and his children as well as 
unrelenting billows, continuous storms, profound gloom, and unbearable 
waves, he was neither tortured by despondency nor scarcely affected by 
what happened, except insofar as he was a human being and a father. But 
when he was delivered over to disease and ulcers, only then did he seek 
death, only then did he groan and lament, so that you might learn how 
this kind of suffering is more severe than all others and is the highest form 
of patience. And not even the wicked demon is ignorant of this, but when, 
having set in motion all those other trials, he noticed that the champion 
remained unperturbed and unshaken, as if he were urging him on to the 
greatest contest, he said, “Everything else is bearable, even if one were to 
lose a child, possessions, or anything else” — that is, “skin for skin”*7 — “but 
the fatal blow is when anyone has pains inflicted on the body.” This is why, 
then, once he had been defeated after this contest [the demon] could not 
even grunt, in spite of opposing him so boldly and shamelessly earlier. At 
this point, however, he could find no further shamelessness to devise, but 
hid his face and retreated. 

3, 1. But do not think it is a justification for desiring the very end if 
he who could not bear the pains desired death. For consider the time 
when he desired it and what the circumstances were: the Law had not been 
given, the prophets had not appeared, grace had not been poured out in 
this way, and he had not partaken of some other philosophy. That more 
is required of us than of those who lived back then and that the ordeals 
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imposed upon us are greater, listen to Christ when he says, “Unless your 
righteousness far exceeds that of the scribes and the Pharisees, you will not 
enter into the kingdom of heaven.”** So do not think praying for the end 
now is exempt from blame, but listen to the voice of Paul when he says, 
“To depart and be with Christ is far better but to remain in the flesh is 
more necessary for you.”’? For the more the afflictions increase, the more 
the crowns multiply; the more gold is put to fire, the purer it becomes; the 
longer the merchant sails the sea, the more merchandise he collects. 

2. So do not think that an unimportant contest lies before you now, but 
rather one that is more exalted than all that you have endured, I mean, the 
one involving bodily illness. Indeed, in the case of Lazarus (even if I have 
told you this often, nothing would keep me from saying it now) it was suffi- 
cient for his salvation.’° He went into the bosom of that man; who opened 
his home to passers-by, who became a perpetual wanderer because of God’s 
command, who slaughtered his son, his legitimate and only-begotten son 
who had been given to him in extreme old age, even though he» had done 
none of these things, since he had readily endured poverty and illness and a 
lack of patrons. It is such a great good for those who nobly endure because, 
even if you were to discover the greatest sins, you would be released from 
the sins’ heaviest burden. Even for the virtuous and righteous, it provides a 
boost of confidence - no small one, but a considerably great one! 

3. Indeed, for the righteous it is a shining crown, shining far more 
brightly than the sun; for sinners, it is the greatest purification. ‘This is 
why Paul delivers the man who ruined his father’s marriage and defiled his 
bed “to the destruction of the flesh,” purifying him in this manner.33 That 
what happened was a purification of such a stain, listen to him when he 
says, “So that his spirit may be saved in the day of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
And when he brought the accusation of another utterly horrible sin against 
others who were enjoying the sacred meal and those ineffable mysteries 
“in an unworthy manner,” and stated that such a person “will be liable 
for the body and blood of the Lord,”35 notice how he affirms that even 
they are purified of that terrible stain, speaking in this way: “That is why 
many among you are ill and sick.”3° Then, indicating that their ailments 
will not stop at this punishment, but that there will be some profit from 
them — the release from the chastisements for this sin — he adds, “For if we 


28 Mt5:20. 29 Phil 1:23-24. 30 See Lk 16:19-31. 
31 Thatis,Abraham. 32 Thatis, Lazarus. 33, «1 Cor 5:5. 
34 1Cors5:5. 35 1 Corr:27. 36 1 Cor 11:30. 
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judge ourselves, we won’t be judged. But by being judged now by the Lord, 
we are chastened so that we might not be condemned with the world.”3’ 
Furthermore, that those who have accomplished acts of great virtue draw a 
great deal of profit from illness is clear from Job, who shined more brightly 
from illness, and from Timothy, who, as a result of being so good and hav- 
ing been entrusted with such an important ministry and having traveled 
around the world with Paul, passed not just two or three days, nor just ten 
or twenty or a hundred days, but a great many consecutive days in illness, 
since his body had become totally exhausted in the midst of such excessive 
stress. And pointing this fact out, Paul said, “Use a little wine for your 
stomach and your frequent infirmities.”3* The one who raises the dead did 
not cure his infirmity, but let him remain in the furnace of sickness because 
it would be best for him to gather up from this experience a wealth of 
confidence. 

4. Now whatever benefits Paul gained from the Lord and whatever 
training he received from him, these he also taught to his disciple.’° Even 
if he did not fall into sickness, he fell into trials that buffeted him no less 
intensely than sickness and brought much pain to his flesh. “A thorn,” he 
says, “was given to me in my flesh, a messenger of Satan, to buffet me,”#° 
meaning, the beatings, fetters, chains, and prisons, as well as being escorted, 
torn to pieces, stretched on the rack, and often stretched before the execu- 
tioners’ scourges. Therefore, unable to bear the pains inflicted on his flesh 
from them, he said, “It was for this that three times” — by three times, he 
means “often” — “I called upon the Lord, that I might be set free from this 
thorn.”# And then, when he was unsuccessful [in his petition], he became 
tranquil and rejoiced over what had happened because he learned the ben- 
efit of this experience. 

5. Well then, in your case, were you to remain at home and be bedridden, 
do not think that you would be living an unproductive life. For you endure 
severities far worse than those people who are dragged off by executioners, 
torn to pieces, stretched, and suffer in the extreme, since you have an exe- 
cutioner residing with you at all times: that very serious sickness of yours. 
So neither desire the end now nor disregard your own care, for this is not 
safe. For this same reason Paul also vehemently exhorts Timothy to take 
care of himself. With this, then, enough has been said about your sickness. 


37 1 Corrr:31-32. 938 rTm5:23. 39 Thatis, Timothy. 
40 2 Cor 12:7. 41 2 Cor 12:8. 
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4, 1. But if it is your separation from us that causes your despondency, 
expect a resolution for this too. I don’t say this now to make you feel better; 
rather, I know that it will surely come to pass. For if it were not destined 
to happen, I would have left here a long time ago (at least I think so), given 
the trials inflicted upon me. ‘To pass over everything that happened in 
Constantinople after my exile from there, you can learn how much I endured 
during that long and difficult journey, most of which was sufficient to cause 
my death, how much I endured after my arrival here, how much after my 
relocation from Cucusus, how much after my stay in Arabissus.** 

2. But we survived them all and are now in good health and great safety, 
so that all Armenians are astounded that in a body as weak as a cobweb I put 
up with such unbearable cold, that I can breathe when those who are accus- 
tomed to the winter here are suffering in no ordinary way. Nevertheless, 
we ourselves have remained unharmed up to this day, surviving the hands 
of oft-attacking brigands, living with a lack of necessities, and unable even 
to take a bath. Even though I’ve constantly needed one for as long as we 
have lived here, now we are so set in the habit that we no longer desire the 
consolation that comes from it, but have become even healthier for this 
reason. Neither the weather’s severity nor the region’s barrenness nor the 
scarcity of provisions nor the dearth of attendants nor the ignorance of 
the physicians nor the lack of baths nor perpetual confinement in a single 
room as if in a prison nor the inability to move about, which I always used 
to need continually, nor constant consorting with smoke and fire nor the 
fear of brigands nor their continual sieges, nor anything else of this sort has 
conquered us. On the contrary, we are in a healthier condition here than we 
were there even though we availed ourselves of greater care. So then, tak- 
ing all these things into consideration, drive out the despondency that now 
seizes you over these matters and do not impose upon yourself excessive 
and harsh penalties. 

3. I sent you what I wrote previously, “That no one else will be able to 
harm the one who does not injure himself,” and this treatise, which I am 
now sending to Your Dignity, engages in the same struggle. So then, go 
through it continually; if your health permits, keep it on your tongue. 
For, if you wish, it will be a suitable remedy for you. But if you should quar- 


42 The plundering by Isaurians in the winter of 405-406 forced the evacuation of Cucusus. 
Chrysostom was taken to Arabissus, about seventy-five kilometers away, until the 
summer of 406. 

43 An idiom meaning “recite it often.” 
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rel with us, and neither care for yourself nor wish to extricate yourself from 
the swamps of despondency in spite of enjoying myriad counsel and con- 
solation, then we will not readily submit to sending you frequent and 
long letters, if you are not likely to draw any profit from them for your 
contentment. 

4. How then will we know this? Not if you tell us, but if you indicate it 
through real results, since up to this point you have claimed that nothing 
except despondency has caused this sickness of yours. Since then you your- 
self have admitted this, unless you are released from illness we will remain 
unconvinced that you have been released from your despondency. For if 
this is the very thing that causes your sickness, as you yourself have written, 
it is quite obvious that, when the one goes away, the other will be destroyed 
at the same time; once the root has been torn up, the branches will perish 
along with it. If they continue to flourish, bloom, and bear rotten fruit, we 
cannot be convinced that you have been freed of the root. So show me real 
results, not words, and if you become healthy, you will see letters sent to 
you again that surpass the length of treatises. 

5. Do not think it a small consolation to you that we are alive, that we are 
healthy, that, even though we are in such situations, we have been released 
from the misfortunes of illness and sickness, which, as I know, really both- 
ers and pains our enemies. Consequently, then, you should consider this 
your greatest consolation and your principal comfort. Do not call your 
household desolate, which has now been more impressively inscribed in 
the heavens because of the sufferings that it endures. 

6. I am especially upset over Pelagius the monk.*# Consider that those 
who remain nobly steadfast deserve so many crowns when people who pass 
their lives in such asceticism and perseverance are by these very things 
dragged to their ruin. 


44 John may be referring to the famous Pelagius whose views on free will and good works 
were beginning to arouse controversy in the Latin-speaking world at the time, but this is 
not at all certain. 
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INTRODUCTION 


John Cassian is renowned for his seminal monastic writings, in which he 
sought to transmit the teachings of the desert fathers of Egypt from their 
native Coptic and Greek milieu to a Latin context and to adapt them for 
consumption by a new audience. Born around 360 in the Roman province 
of Scythia Minor (modern-day Dobrudja), Cassian traveled with a compan- 
ion named Germanus to Palestine around 380, where they lived as monks in 
Bethlehem for a few years. Around 385 they departed for Egypt to live among 
and learn from the Egyptian anchorites. In 399 or 400 they were forced to 
leave Egypt in the wake of a controversy that had reached violent propor- 
tions, when Origenist monks questioned the validity of Anthropomorphite 
theology. They accompanied the exiled Origenist monks through Palestine 
to Constantinople, where John Chrysostom ordained Cassian to the diaco- 
nate, and Germanus to the priesthood.' Toward the end of 404 the support- 
ers of Chrysostom sent them to bishop Innocent I of Rome with information 
that exonerated the archbishop of some of the charges made against him. 
While in Rome Cassian may have befriended a young man named Leo, who 
would later become the city’s bishop (440-461). 

After Cassian’s arrival in Rome the historical record goes silent on him. 
He reappears around 415, in Marseilles, establishing, as a priest, two mon- 
asteries, one for men and another for women. Not long after his arrival, 
he was asked by Castor, the bishop of Julia Apta (now Apt), which was 
located to the northwest of Marseilles, to help with the establishment of a 
coenobitic monastery based on eastern monastic principles. For Castor he 


1 For the consequences of Chrysostom’s welcoming of the Origenist monks, see pp. 86-87 
above. 
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wrote The Institutes of the Coenobitic Monasteries and the Remedies for the Eight 
Principal Vices (commonly simply called the Institutes) and the Conferences. 
The twelve books of the Institutes were probably written in the early 420s: 
the first four deal with the practices and rules of the Egyptian monasteries, 
such as what clothing monks wear and the canonical methods of communal 
prayer, whereas the remaining eight books discuss the eight principal vices 
(gluttony, fornication, avarice, anger, sadness, acedia, vainglory, and pride), 
and how to overcome them. The twenty-four books of the Conferences were 
circulated in three parts (books 1-10, 11-17, and 18-24) probably in the 
years 426-429. In each conference Cassian recreates a discussion which 
he and Germanus had on some aspect of the monastic life with one of the 
revered Egyptian anchorites. In Cassian’s reconstruction of the conferences, 
it is the fathers who do most of the talking, with Germanus occasionally 
interjecting an earnest question. Cassian’s final work, On the Incarnation 
of the Lord against Nestorius, was written in the early 430s at the request of 
Leo, now the archdeacon of Rome but still a decade away from becoming 
bishop. Cassian probably died shortly thereafter. 

In the preface to the first ten conferences Cassian explains the genesis 
of his literary project and the challenges he faced in writing, and urges his 
readers not to judge the practices of the anchorites to be impossible without 
first making a concerted effort to live in the same way. In the first confer- 
ence, Cassian and Germanus discuss with Abba Moses what the proximate 
goal and final objective of a monk should be. Abba Moses explains that the 
final objective is the kingdom of God, that is, the contemplation of God, 
but the proximate goal, which is the means of attaining the final objec- 
tive, is purity of heart, that is, freedom from disturbing thoughts. Ascetical 
practices such as fasting, vigils, reading, and meditating on scripture lay the 
foundation for purity of heart, but the key to its achievement is the proper 
management of thoughts. Abba Moses teaches that thoughts arise from 
three sources — God, the devil, and ourselves — and it is incumbent upon 
the monk to identify the source of any thought, and to accept the good and 
reject the bad. Hence the skill of discernment of thoughts is essential for 
achieving the monk’s proximate goal and thus his final objective. Cassian 
likes to pepper the Latin he puts into the mouth of Abba Moses with Greek 
technical terms such as anachoresis, synaxis, skopos, telos, and theoria (which 
Cassian himself glosses, or which are explained in the footnotes), perhaps 
to give the conference he reconstructs an air of authenticity. This is but 
one of the ways in which Cassian shows his considerable literary skill as 
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he successfully portrays the anchorites and their teaching in a delightful, 
engaging, and inspiring manner. 

The translation below is based on Michael Petschenig, ed., 
Tohannis Cassiani Conlationes XXIII, CSEL, vol. 13 (Vienna: Geroldus, 
1886; Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 
2004), I-36. 


TRANSLATION 
Preface to the First Ten Conferences 


1. The debt, which I owed to the most blessed Pope? Castor because of a 
promise I made in the preface to those volumes, where, with the Lord’s 
help, I set out in twelve books the institutes of the coenobitic monaster- 
ies and the remedies for the eight principal vices, has now been remitted, 
insofar as my meager abilities have allowed.} I would have certainly liked 
to learn what opinion he or you formed about this work? based upon an 
impartial examination, whether in matters so profound and so sublime, and 
those which so far as I know have never before been taken up by a stylus, 
we have produced anything worthy of your consideration and of the desire 
of all the holy brothers. 

2. But now that the above-mentioned bishop has left us and departed to 
Christ, I believe in the meantime that these ten conferences of the most 
eminent fathers, that is, of the anchorites who used to dwell in the desert 
of Scete, which he,’ burning with an incomparable zeal for holiness, had 
ordered to be written up for him in a similar style, not considering in the 
great abundance of his charity how heavy a burden he was placing upon 
my feeble shoulders, ought to be dedicated most especially to you, O most 
blessed Pope Leontius and holy brother Helladius.° 

3. For one of you, united to the renowned man by the affection of broth- 
erhood, by the rank of the priesthood, and by something greater than 
these, the fervor of holy zeal, can demand by hereditary right the debt 
owed to his brother. But the other has not begun to follow the sublime 
institutes of the anchorites with presumption as if they were his very own, 


2 A term used for any bishop in late antiquity. 

3 Cassian refers to the preface of the Institutes. 

4 The Institutes. 5 That is, Castor. 

6 Leontius may have been bishop of Forum Iulii (now Fréjus) in France, and Helladius a 
priest like Cassian. 
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but has rather latched onto the right path of teaching at the Holy Spirit’s 
prompting almost before he began to learn, preferring to be instructed not 
so much from ideas of his own devising as from their traditions. In these 
matters, although I am moored in the harbor of silence a vast sea now lies 
before me inasmuch as I am daring to transmit for literary posterity some 
institutes and teachings of these great men. 

4. For the skiff of my feeble abilities must be tossed by the dangers of 
navigating deeper waters as much as anachoresis’ is greater and more sub- 
lime in practice than coenobitic monasteries and the contemplation of 
God, upon which those inestimable men were ever intent, than the prac- 
tical life undertaken in communities. It is up to you, then, to assist our 
endeavor with your pious prayers, so that we neither imperil so holy a 
subject through words inevitably expressed without skill though with faith, 
nor become overwhelmed in our lack of sophistication by the very profun- 
dity of the subject. 

5. So let us pass, then, from the external and observable practice of monks, 
which we have summarized in the previous books,* to the unseen disposi- 
tion of the interior self, and let our discussion ascend from the system of 
the canonical prayers to that continual habit of unceasing prayer enjoined 
by the apostle.? Thus whoever has already earned the name of that spiritual 
Jacob by the reading of our previous work and the supplanting of his carnal 
vices’° may now take up institutes that are not so much mine as the fathers’, 
and by gazing now upon divine purity may cross over to the worthiness 
and, so to speak, the rank of Israel, and in a similar manner be taught what 
he should observe at this summit of perfection." 

6. And so, may your prayers obtain from him who has judged us worthy 
to see the anchorites, to become their disciples, and to dwell with them, 
that he deign to grant us complete recollection of their traditions as well 
as a pleasant manner of recounting them. For with these we will be able to 


7 A Greek term, directly transliterated by Cassian, for the ascetic withdrawal practiced by 
anchorites. 

8 The Institutes. 

9 See 1 Thes 5:17. Unceasing prayer is the subject of the tenth Conference, the final book 
of the first part. 

10 See Gn 27:36. The name “Jacob” can mean “he supplants” in Hebrew. See the next 
note too. 

11 See Gn 32:28. Here God gives Jacob the name “Israel,” meaning in Hebrew “the one 
who strives with God.” Early Christians understood Jacob/Israel as engaging in contem- 
plation because he saw angels ascending and descending from heaven and experienced a 
vision of God (Gn 28:12-15). He thus became a scriptural paradigm of contemplation. 
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explain their teachings as solemnly and honestly as we received them from 
them, and to present these same men to you embodied somehow in their 
own institutes, and more importantly, conversing in the Latin tongue. 

But above all we would like the reader of these conferences as well as of 
the above-mentioned volumes to be forewarned about this: if perhaps he 
thinks that anything in them is either impossible or very difficult either 
in view of the nature of his status or the direction in life he has chosen” 
or in view of ordinary custom and way of life, he should not evaluate it by 
the standard of his own abilities but according to the dignity and perfection 
of the speakers, whose zeal and direction in life he should first envision in 
his mind. For those truly dead to this worldly life are not hampered by any 
feelings for their relatives according to the flesh or by any obligations to 
worldly enterprises. 

7. Next, let him take into account the nature of the places where they 
are dwelling: established in a place of utterly isolated solitude and removed 
from fellowship with all mortal beings, and for this reason possessing an 
enlightened mind, they contemplate and proclaim those things which per- 
haps will seem impossible to the unskilled and uninstructed in view of their 
condition and mediocre habits. But if anyone would like to offer a true 
opinion on these matters and desires to test whether such things can be 
accomplished, let him first hasten to undertake the direction in life they 
have chosen with a similar zeal and way of life. Only then will he discover 
that what seemed to be beyond human capacity is not only possible, but 
also as delightful as can be. But now let us proceed at once to their confer- 
ences and institutes. 


The First Conference of Abba Moses: On the 
Proximate Goal and Final Objective of the Monk 


1. While in the desert of Scete, where the most experienced fathers of 
the monks and all perfection abides, I had sought out Abba Moses in my 
eagerness to be instructed according to his teaching. In the midst of those 
extraordinary flowers he gave off a sweet fragrance on account of not only 
his practical but also his contemplative excellence. Joining me was the holy 
Abba Germanus, who from the very time of our basic training and the 
initial stages of our spiritual soldiering, and then as my tent-mate in both 


12 In Latin, propositum. 
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the coenobitic monastery and the desert, was so inseparable from me that 
everyone used to say, in order to indicate the identity of our companionship 
and our chosen direction in life, that one mind and soul existed in our two 
bodies. Together we begged the same abba, with tears streaming down our 
faces, for an edifying discourse. Of course, we knew quite well the severity 
of his soul, that he would never assent to open the gate of perfection except 
to those who desired it sincerely and sought it with all contrition of heart. 
He was wary of delivering [an edifying discourse] indiscriminately either to 
those who did not want to hear it or to those who thirsted for it lukewarmly 
because he would appear to be falling into either the vice of ostentation or 
the crime of treachery if he were to extend to the unworthy and those who 
would receive with scorn the essential matters that indeed ought to be dis- 
closed only to those who are eager for perfection. At long last, worn down 
by our entreaties, he began in this way: 

2, 1. “All the crafts and disciplines,” he said, “have some skopos, that is, 
a proximate goal," and a telos, which is the final objective’ that is proper 
to them. With his eye ever fixed upon it, the diligent practitioner of any 
craft endures all sorts of toils and dangers and expenses calmly and gladly. 
For example, a farmer does not avoid one day’s scorching rays of the sun 
or another day’s frost and ice, but indefatigably tills the soil and repeat- 
edly subjects the unbroken clumps of earth to his plowshare, all the while 
keeping his skopos in mind: working hard to ground up the earth into some- 
thing as fine as sand, once it has been cleared of all brambles and freed 
of all weeds. For he believes that there is no other way in which he can 
attain his final objective, namely, gathering an abundant harvest and hav- 
ing overflowing crops, by means of which he can then either pass his life 
free from care or increase his possessions. 2. And furthermore, when his 
barns are crammed with stock, he readily empties them, and with zealous 
toil commits [the seed] to the loosened furrow, not thinking of the present 
reduction of his stores as he contemplates future harvests. ‘Those people 
too who are accustomed to engaging in commerce neither fear the uncer- 
tainties and misfortunes of the open sea nor tremble at any hazards, so long 
as they are spurred on by their soaring expectations to their final objective 
of financial gain. Furthermore surely those who burn with ambition in the 
secular military, so long as they look forward to their final objective of 


13 In Latin, destinatio. 
14 Cassian uses the Latin finis as the equivalent of the Greek telos. 
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honors and power, perceive no harm or peril during their tours of duty. 
Nor are they crushed by present calamities and wars, so long as they desire 
to obtain their final objective, namely, whatever high-ranking position has 
been set before them. 

3. “So too does our profession have a proper skopos and its own final 
objective, for which we expend ourselves in all our toils not only indefat- 
igably but also joyfully, and because of which the want of food in fasting 
does not torment us, and the fatigue caused by our vigils delights us, and 
the constant reading of and meditation on the scriptures does not disgust 
us — for incessant toil, and nakedness, and complete and utter deprivation, 
and the horror too of this place of utterly isolated solitude do not deter us. 
Because of it you yourselves undoubtedly despised the affection of your 
family, and scorned your homeland and the delights of this world, passing 
through so many regions, so that you could come to us, simple and unedu- 
cated folk living in this desert’s squalor. Therefore tell me,” he said, “what 
is your proximate goal and final objective, which urges you to endure all 
these things as willingly as can be?” 

3. And when he insisted on obtaining our response to this question, we 
responded that we underwent all these things for the sake of the kingdom 
of heaven. 

4, 1. In response he said, “Well done! You have spoken with great insight 
about the final objective. But what should be our skopos, that is, our proxi- 
mate goal? You need to know this before all else, because by clinging to it 
constantly we may be able to attain our final objective.” 

And when we had candidly confessed our ignorance, he added, “In every 
craft and discipline, as I said, some skopos takes precedence, that is, a proxi- 
mate goal for the soul and an unceasing focus for the mind. Unless a person 
keeps this in mind with all diligence and perseverance, he will never be able 
to arrive at the final objective of his desired outcome. 2. For instance, as 
I said, a farmer, who has the final objective of living free from care and with 
plenty as a result of his fertile crops, concentrates on the skopos, that is, the 
proximate goal, of clearing his field of all brambles and emptying it of all 
useless weeds. And he does not believe that he can attain his final objective 
of peaceful affluence in any other way than by first possessing, by some 
plan of hard work and his own expectation, that very thing he will use to 
obtain what he desires. The merchant too does not put aside the desire of 
procuring the merchandise by which he may more successfully accumulate 
riches because, if he has not chosen the road by which he can reach it, he 
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would long for financial gain to no avail. And those men who are eager to 
be honored with certain high-ranking positions in this world (whatever 
they may be) first determine what post and rank they should accept, so that, 
through the appropriate course of expected promotions, they may be able 
to attain their final objective of the desired position. 3. And so, the final 
objective of our way of life is indeed the kingdom of God. But we need to 
carefully investigate what its skopos might be. If we do not ascertain it like 
the others did, we shall exhaust ourselves through futile exertion. For those 
who travel without a map embark upon a journey that is all drudgery and 
no progress.” 

As we stood in astonishment at these words, the old man continued, 
“The final objective of our profession is indeed, as I said, the kingdom of 
God or the kingdom of heaven, but the proximate goal, that is, the skopos, 
is purity of heart, without which no one can reach that final objective. 
4. Therefore, by fixing the direction of our gaze upon this proximate goal, 
as if upon some definite mark, we shall steer the straightest possible course 
to it. And if our thought should wander even a little from this, then imme- 
diately turning back around to the contemplation of [the proximate goal], 
we shall set the straightest possible path towards it as if using a kind of 
guideline that will always bring all our efforts back to this one thing and 
show at once if our mind has deviated ever so little from the direction set 
before us.”'5 


7, 1. “So then, for the sake [of purity of heart] we ought to do and practice 
all these things. For its sake lonely solitude should be pursued; for its sake 
we know that we should undertake fasting, vigils, toils, nakedness of body, 
reading, and the other virtuous practices, so that, through them, we shall be 
able to prepare our heart, to keep it untouched by all harmful passions, and 
to climb to the perfection of charity, supporting ourselves on these steps. 
“Let us not succumb to sadness, anger, or indignation, if we have been 
unable to maintain these observances because perhaps an honorable and 
necessary task has come in the way of our customary strictness; these are 
the very things we would have sought to overcome by doing what we left 


15 At this point 5, 1-6, 3 is omitted. Here Cassian compares the pursuit of the proximate 
goal and final objective to launching missiles at targets, and appeals to the authority of 
Paul (in Rom 6:22 and Phil 3:13-14) as a scriptural precedent for such a pursuit. He also 
notes the folly of renouncing the world and pursuing perfection without love. 
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undone. 2. For the gain from fasting is not so great as the loss from anger, 
nor is the profit obtained from reading so great as the harm incurred from 
despising a brother. So then, those things which are of secondary impor- 
tance, that is, fasting, vigils, anachoresis, meditation on scripture, we ought 
to practice for the sake of our chief skopos, that is, purity of heart, which is 
charity; we should not abandon this principal virtue for the sake of those 
[of secondary importance]. While it remains in us intact and undamaged, no 
harm will be done if any of these things [which are secondary] are omitted 
because of some necessity. For we gain nothing by having done everything 
if this principal object of which we spoke, for whose sake everything ought 
to be done, has been ignored. 

3. “After all, for its sake one hastens to acquire for oneself and prepare 
the tools for any craft, not simply to possess them without using them, nor 
to derive the profit and advantages expected from the bare fact of possessing 
the tools, but rather by using them to lay hold of that discipline’s expertise 
and the final objective for which these tools are effective. Therefore, fast- 
ing, vigils, meditation on the scriptures, nakedness, and deprivation of all 
possessions are not perfection, but rather the tools of perfection. For the 
final objective of that discipline does not lie in these; rather by means of 
them we arrive at the final objective. 

4. “Therefore, a person engages in these practices in vain when he is 
satisfied with them as if they were the highest good and has fixed his heart’s 
attention only as far as them and does not extend all his effort for virtue 
to attaining the final objective for whose sake these tools should be sought 
out. For indeed such a person possesses the tools of his discipline but is 
ignorant of the final objective where all their profit lies. Whatever, then, 
can disturb that purity and tranquility of our mind, even if it may seem 
useful and necessary, should be shunned as harmful. For by this rule we 
shall be able to avoid wandering off into all errors and dead ends, and by 
following the guideline that leads in the right direction, we shall be able to 
attain our desired final objective. 

8, 1. “So then, this ought to be our principal undertaking, this ought to 
be the steadfast goal of our heart which we constantly pursue, so that our 
mind may always cleave to divine realities and to God. Whatever takes us 
away from this, however great it may be, should nonetheless be treated as 
secondary, or even as inconsequential, or perhaps as harmful. 

“An example of this kind of mindset and behavior is very beautifully 
portrayed in the gospel by Martha and Mary. For while Martha was indeed 
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performing a holy service, as she was serving the Lord himself and his dis- 
ciples, Mary, intent only on spiritual instruction, was clinging to the feet 
of Jesus, which she was kissing and anointing with the ointment of a good 
confession. And yet it is the latter who was preferred by the Lord because 
she had chosen the better part and one which could not be taken away from 
her. 2. For when Martha was hard at work with pious worry and distracted 
by her duties as hostess, she saw that by herself she would not be able to 
serve her guests in a satisfactory way and so demanded from the Lord that 
her sister help her, saying, ‘Does it sit well with you that my sister has left 
me to serve alone? Tell her then to help me.’ She was certainly not asking 
her to do some paltry chore but instead a praiseworthy service. And yet 
what does she hear from the Lord? ‘Martha, Martha, you are worried and 
troubled about many things, but few things are necessary, or rather only 
one. Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken away from 
her.’ You see, then, that the Lord locates the principal good in theoria 
alone, that is, in divine contemplation. 

3. “Accordingly, we recognize that the other virtues, even though we 
affirm that they are necessary, useful, and good, should be valued as sec- 
ondary in rank, because they are all done for the sake of this one thing. 
For when the Lord says, ‘You are worried and troubled about many things, 
but few things are necessary, or rather only one,’ he locates the highest 
good not in practical work, however praiseworthy and profusely fruitful 
it may be, but in contemplating him. It is this which is truly simple and 
‘one.’ He affirms that ‘few things’ are necessary for perfect happiness, 
that is, theoria, which is secured first by pondering a few saints. Ascending 
from the contemplation of them, the one who is positioned here for more 
progress attains, with God’s help, that which is called the ‘one thing,’ that 
is, gazing upon God alone. And so, the one who passes beyond the saints’ 
wonderful actions and services is now fed on the beauty and knowledge 
of God alone. 

4. “So then, ‘Mary has chosen the good part, which shall not be taken 
away from her.’ This should be analyzed more carefully. For when he says, 
‘Mary has chosen the good part, even though he remains silent on Martha 
without appearing to reproach her at all, by praising the one he declares 
that the other is inferior. And again, when he says, ‘which shall not be taken 
away from her, he indicates that [Martha’s] portion could be taken away 


16 Lkio:go. 17 Lk 10:41-42. 
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from her (for serving the bodily needs of any person cannot go on forever), 
but teaches that [Mary’s] zeal can never at any time at all come to an end.”"* 


kK Ke * 


15, 1. “Now the contemplation of God is conceived in many ways. For God 
is not only known by marveling at his incomprehensible substance (which 
as yet remains still hidden in the hope of the promise), but also perceived in 
the greatness of his creatures, in pondering his justice, and in the assistance 
of his daily providence. It may happen, for example, when with the purest 
mind we review what he has done with his saints in every generation; or 
when with a trembling heart we marvel at that power of his by which he 
governs, regulates, and rules all things, at the vastness of his knowledge, 
and at that eye of his from which the secrets of the heart cannot hide; or 
when we reflect upon the fact that the sands of the sea and the number 
of the waves are measured out by him and known to him; or when in our 
astonishment we contemplate that the drops of rain, and the days and hours 
of the ages, and all things past and future are present to his knowledge; 2. 
or when in an ecstasy of amazement we gaze upon that ineffable mercy of 
his by which he endures with unwearying patience the countless sins com- 
mitted at each and every moment under his very eyes, or upon the call with 
which he has received us by his merciful grace even though we have done 
nothing previously to deserve it, or upon the countless opportunities of sal- 
vation he offers to those whom he is going to adopt — this is why he bid us 
to be born in such circumstances that from our very cradles his grace and 
the knowledge of his law would be given to us, and this is why, even though 
he is the one who conquers the enemy in us simply for the pleasure of his 
good will, he bestows upon us eternal happiness and everlasting rewards; 
or when at last he undertook the dispensation of his incarnation for our 
salvation and extended the marvels of his mysteries” to all nations. 

3. “Now there are countless other contemplations just like these, which 
arise in our perceptions in proportion to the character of our life and the 
purity of our heart, by means of which God is either seen or embraced 
with pure eyes. Of course no one in whom there still survives even a trace 


18 At this point 9, 1-14, 10 is omitted. In these sections Cassian addresses how prac- 
ticing the virtues will eventually cease, but their reward lasts forever; the distinction 
between the kingdom of God and the kingdom of the devil; and the perpetual nature of 
the soul. 

19 By “mysteries” Cassian possibly means the sacraments of baptism and Eucharist. 
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of carnal affections will retain any of these contemplations perpetually. For 
‘you shall not be able,’ said the Lord, ‘to see my face: for no one shall see 
me and live,’*° that is, no one in this world who still has earthly affections.” 

16. GERMANUs: “Why is it, then, that even without us willing it, or rather, 
even without us knowing it, useless thoughts sneak up on us so craftily and 
secretly that it is enormously difficult not only to drive them away, but 
even to detect and catch them? Can a mind then sometimes be found free 
of them? Can a mind ever not be attacked by illusions of this kind?” 

17. MOSES: 1. “It is indeed impossible for the mind not to be disrupted 
by thoughts, but it is possible for everyone who makes an effort to accept 
or reject them. Accordingly, although their arrival does not entirely depend 
on us, rejecting or accepting them does lie within our power. And even 
though we said that it is impossible for the mind not to be assailed by 
thoughts, all thoughts should not be attributed to an assault or to those 
spirits who endeavor to thrust them into us. Otherwise neither would 
free choice remain in a person, nor would the effort expended in our self- 
improvement lie within our power. 2. But it does to a great extent, I say, lie 
within our power to improve the quality of our thoughts and to cultivate 
in our hearts either holy and spiritual thoughts or earthly and carnal ones. 
So then, frequent reading of and constant meditation on the scriptures is 
employed, so that from these an opportunity for a spiritual frame of mind 
is granted to us; therefore, psalms are chanted repeatedly, so that from 
this an unremitting compunction is provided to us; therefore, persistence 
in vigils, fasts, and prayers is employed, so that our worn-down mind may 
lose its taste for earthly things and contemplate heavenly realities. For if 
we stop doing these things because carelessness has sneaked up on us, it is 
inevitable that the mind will become clogged with the foulness of vice and 
soon turn in a carnal direction and fall very far away. 

18, 1. “It is not unsuitable to compare the heart’s activity to millstones. 
Water rushing through a channel gets them going with a rotating motion. 
They are altogether incapable of halting their operation as long as they 
are driven around by the force of the water. But it lies within the power of 
the person in charge to choose whether to grind wheat, barley, or darnel. 
Indeed, without question, only that will be ground which has been fed into 
it by the person to whom the control of its operation has been entrusted. 


20 Ex 33:20. 
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2. “So then, since the mind in the midst of the assaults of this present 
life is also driven around by torrents of temptations which assail it from all 
sides, it can never be free from the tumult of thoughts. But by the effort of 
its zeal and diligence it will discern what kind of thought it should reject 
or accept for itself. For as we said, if we should return constantly to medi- 
tation on the holy scriptures and rouse our memory to the recollection of 
spiritual realities, the desire for perfection, and the hope of future happi- 
ness, then it is inevitable that the spiritual thoughts arising from this will 
cause the mind to dwell in those things on which we have been meditating. 
3. But if, overcome by laziness or negligence, we are seized by vice and silly 
chattering, or entangle ourselves in mundane cares and pointless worries, 
the result will be as if a kind of weed has sprung up, which will administer 
poison into our heart. And according to the saying of the Lord and Savior, 
wherever the treasure of our works, or rather of our intention, may be, 
there also our heart will necessarily abide.’’ 

19, 1. “Above all we must be sure to realize that our thoughts come from 
three sources: God, the devil, and ourselves. Now they come from God 
when he deigns to visit us through the illumination of the Holy Spirit, rais- 
ing us to a higher level of progress, and at those times when we have had 
little success, or acted lazily, and been overwhelmed, he chastens us with 
most salutary compunction. Or when he unlocks heavenly mysteries for 
us, and turns our chosen direction in life to better actions and to a better 
will. This was the case for the king Ahasuerus, who, when chastened by the 
Lord and stirred to ask for the books of the annals, in which were recorded 
the good deeds of Mordecai, raised him to a position of the highest honor 
and immediately rescinded his most cruel decree to slaughter the Jews.” 
2. Or when the prophet said, ‘I will hear what the Lord God will say 
in me.’*} There is another one, too, who said, ‘And the angel who spoke in 
me said.’** Or when the Son of God promises that he will come with his 
Father and make his home with us.*5 And, ‘It is not you who speak, but the 
Spirit of your Father who speaks in you.’ And the chosen vessel,*? ‘You 
seek proof that Christ speaks in me.’** 

3. “But a series of thoughts springs from the devil when he attempts to 
destroy us as much by the delight in vices as by secret attacks, and with 


21 SeeMt6:21. 22 See Est 6:1-9. 23 Ps 84:9. 
24 Zec 1:14. 25 See Jn 14:23. 26 Mt ro:20. 
27 See Acts 9:15. The “chosen vessel” is Paul. 

28 2 Cor 13:3. 
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the most subtle craftiness he deceitfully shows us evil as good and ‘trans- 
forms himself’ for us ‘into an angel of light.’*? Or as, when the evangelist 
said, ‘And when supper was ended, when the devil had already put it into 
the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray the Lord.’3° And again he 
said, ‘After [he had taken] the morsel, Satan entered into him.’3' Peter also 
said to Ananias, ‘Why has Satan tempted your heart, so that you would lie 
to the Holy Spirit?’s* And what we read in the gospel was predicted much 
earlier by Ecclesiastes, ‘If the spirit of the one with power rises up against 
you, do not leave your place.’33 4. There is also what is spoken to God 
against Ahab in the third book of Kingdoms, in the person of an unclean 
spirit: ‘I will go forth, and I will be a lying spirit in the mouth of all his 
prophets.’ 

“Finally [thoughts] arise from ourselves, when we spontaneously call 
to mind what we are doing or have done or have heard. About these the 
blessed David said, ‘I thought of the days of long ago, and I held in my mind 
the years long past, and I meditated, at night within my heart I pondered, 
and I questioned my spirit,’35 and again, “The Lord knows the thoughts of 
man, that they are vain,’>° and, “The thoughts of the just are judgments.’37 
In the gospel too the Lord said to the Pharisees, ‘Why do you think evil in 
your hearts?’ 

20, 1. “So we must continually keep this threefold explanation in mind 
and analyze with astute discernment all the thoughts which arise in our 
hearts, primarily investigating their origins, causes, and authors. In this 
way, then, on the basis of the worth of whoever suggests them, we will be 
able to figure out the kinds to which we ought to give our approval, and so 
become, according to the Lord’s precept, good money-changers.+? For the 
supreme skill and expertise of such persons lies in determining if something 
is the purest gold (commonly called obrizum),*° or if it has been too little 
boiled by the fire’s purification; and in not being fooled through their most 
prudent discernment by a cheap denarius when passed off as a precious 
coin under the guise of shining gold; and not only in shrewdly recognizing 


29 2 Cor 11:14. 30 Jn 13:2. 31 Jn 13:27. 

32 Acts 5:3. 33 Eccl 10:4. 

34. I Kgs 22:22. In antiquity, 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings were known collectively as 1-4 
Kingdoms. 

35 Ps 76:6-7. 36 Ps 93:11. 

37 Prv 12:5. 38 Mt 9:4. 

39 The command “be good money-changers” is not found in the scriptures, but is an 
agraphon quoted by many church fathers. 

40 Obrizum is fine gold. 
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coins minted with usurpers’ faces, but also in detecting through their acute 
skill those which bear the true king’s image but are counterfeit; and finally 
in carefully investigating, by the test of the balance, whether coins are less 
than the proper weight. 

2. “The gospel saying uses this metaphor of the good money-changer to 
show us that we ought to do all of these things in a spiritual manner. First 
of all, with the utmost diligence we need to examine whatever has sneaked 
into our hearts — if we have let in some doctrine, whether it has been 
purified by that divine and heavenly fire of the Holy Spirit, or belongs to 
Jewish superstition, or derives from the bombast of a worldly philosophy 
and only gives a pretense of piety. And we can fulfill this obligation, if we 
do what the apostle said: ‘Do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to 
see whether they are from God.’ 3. This is how they have been deceived 
who, after their monastic profession, are seduced by elegant words and cer- 
tain doctrines of philosophers. Such things mislead those who hear them 
as if by the glittering of gold: they immediately seduce their hearers with 
the first impression of seeming to be in agreement with certain pious sen- 
timents and with reverence, and [then] repay the deceived — permanently 
stripped and impoverished — with fake copper coins by either recalling 
them to the din of the world or dragging them to heretical errors and arro- 
gant suppositions. We read in the book of Joshua the son of Nun that this 
happened to Achan, who coveted and stole a gold bar from the camp of the 
Philistines, and thus deserved to be smitten with a curse and condemned 
to eternal death.+? 

4. “Second, we need to conduct a careful investigation to make sure that 
no perverse interpretation that fastened onto the purest gold of scripture 
deceives us by the precious appearance of the metal. The very crafty devil 
even tried to put our Lord Savior into this position, as if he were a sim- 
ple human being. For through a malicious interpretation he perverted a 
passage which should be understood by everybody as applicable to all the 
righteous and tried to apply it in particular to the one who did not need 
the angels’ care, saying, ‘For he will command his angels concerning you, 
to care for you in all your ways: and on their hands they will bear you up, 
so that you do not at any time strike your foot against a stone.’+ Thus he 
altered the precious sayings of the scriptures by a crafty usage and twisted 


41 rJn4:r. 42 See Jo 7:1-46. 
43 Mt 4:6, quoting Ps g1:11-12. 
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them to a contrary and harmful meaning, so that he presents the image of 
the usurper’s face under the guise of deceptive gold. 

“Or, [third,] he tries to fool us with counterfeit coins by urging us to do 
some work of piety that, because it is not disbursed from the legal mints 
of the elders, leads to vice under the pretext of virtue. Deceiving us with 
either immoderate or inappropriate fasts, or excessively long vigils, or inor- 
dinate prayers, or too much reading, he drags us to a harmful end. 5. Or 
he persuades us to devote ourselves to involvements [in the lives of others] 
and pious visits, by which he may drive us away from the spiritual bulwarks 
of the monastery and the retreat of its cherished stillness, even suggesting 
that we undertake the care and supervision of nuns and destitute women, 
so that by snares of this sort he may inextricably entangle the monk and 
overextend him by preoccupation with pernicious concerns. Or he stirs 
someone to desire a holy clerical office under the pretext of edifying the 
masses and the love of spiritual gain, by which he may tear us away from 
the humility and strictness of our chosen direction in life. 

6. “All these things are contrary to our salvation and profession, and 
yet when disguised with a kind of veil of mercy and reverence, they easily 
deceive the untrained and incautious. For they imitate the coins of the true 
king because they seem at first full of piety, but they are neither stamped 
by legal minters, that is to say, by approved and universally recognized 
fathers, nor do they come from the chief and public workshop where they 
produce their conferences. Rather, they are clandestinely fabricated by 
the fraud of demons and palmed off, not without serious harm, upon the 
untrained and ignorant. Although they seem to be useful and necessary 
at first, yet if afterwards they start to be contrary to the steadfastness of 
our profession and somehow cause the whole body of our way of life to 
falter, it is a good idea for us to cut them off and cast them away like a 
member which is necessary and seems to perform the function of the right 
hand or foot but in fact only causes us to stumble.*5 7. For it is better to 
be without the member of a single commandment (that is, without doing 
it or gaining its result) and to remain healthy and sound in the others, 
and so to enter into the kingdom of heaven crippled, rather than with all 
the commandments to encounter some stumbling block, which through 
malicious habit separates us from our rule of strictness and the discipline 
of our chosen direction in life that we have entered upon. For this would 


44 Or, “catholic.” 45 See Mt 18:8. 
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lead to such a great loss that we would never be able to compensate for all 
future setbacks; all past achievements and the whole body of our efforts 
would be burnt up in the fires of Gehenna.*° 8. In Proverbs these kinds 
of illusions are discussed with some elegance: “There are ways that seem 
to be right for a man, but in the end they will lead to the extreme depths 
of hell.’#7 And again: ‘A wicked person does harm when he mingles with a 
righteous person.’ In other words, the devil deceives when he is disguised 
with an appearance of holiness. ‘But he hates the sound of the watchman,” 
that is, the power of discernment that comes from the words and advice of 
the elders. 

21, 1.“We have learned how even Abba John, who lives at Lycopolis, was 
recently duped in this way.5° For when with an exhausted and enfeebled 
body he had blunted his perception through a two-day fast from food, the 
devil came to him on the following day in the form of a hideous Ethiopian 
just as he was about to eat. Falling to [John’s] knees, [the devil] said, ‘Pardon 
me, for I am the one who prescribed this labor for you!’ Then that man, 
who was so great and perfect by reason of his discernment, realized that 
under the pretense of practicing self-control in an exaggerated manner he 
had been beset by the craftiness of the devil and had become so preoccu- 
pied with such a fast that he subjected his worn-out body to a weariness 
that was unnecessary, or rather that was harmful to his spirit. Clearly he 
was duped by a counterfeit coin, and while he paid respect to the image of 
the true king upon it, his examination into whether it was legally stamped 
was insufficient. 

2. “But the final task of this good money-changer, which we mentioned 
earlier, concerns an analysis of the weight and will be fulfilled in this way, if we 
examine in the greatest detail and lay on the scales of our heart whatever 
our thoughts suggest we should do, weighing it with the most accurate 
measurement, [to see] whether it is full of the common good, or heavy with 
the fear of God, or with soundness in meaning, or whether it is too light 
because of human ostentation or any presumption of novelty, or whether the 
ambition for foolish vainglory has diminished and eroded the weight of its 
true worth. And so, immediately weighing [whatever our thoughts suggest 


46 See Mt 18:8. 47 Prv 16:25. 
48 Prviir5. 49 Prvrirs. 
50 John of Lycopolis (d. 394/395) was a desert father renowned for sage advice, 
spiritual teaching, miraculous healing, accurate prophecy, and efficacious intercession 
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we do] in the public balance, that is, comparing them to the deeds and testi- 
monies of the apostles and prophets, let us either retain the commensurate 
[suggestions] as sound and perfect, or with all caution and diligence reject 
what does not match with their weight as imperfect and ruinous. 

22, 1. “So then, we need to have this discernment in the fourfold man- 
ner>' about which we spoke a while ago. First, we should not let the under- 
lying substance of thoughts escape our notice, whether it be made of true 
or false gold. Second, we should reject those same thoughts which pretend 
to be works of piety as forged and counterfeit coins, inasmuch as being 
illegally stamped they bear a false image of the king. And [third] by a sim- 
ilar method of discernment we should be able to repudiate those thoughts 
which, because of a wicked and heretical interpretation, display in the most 
precious gold of scripture the face not of the true king but of a usurper. 
And [fourth] we should refuse, as coins that are too light, ruinous, and not 
heavy enough, those thoughts whose weight and value, having been eroded 
by the rust of vanity, does not allow them to match the weight of the elders, 
lest, falling into what the Lord’s commandment reminds us to do with all 
our might, we be deprived of all the deserts and rewards for our labors: 
‘Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth, where rust and moth con- 
sume and where thieves break in and steal.’s* 2. For this saying of the Lord 
informs us that whatever we have done with an eye toward human glory 
is nothing but laying up for ourselves treasure on earth. And we realize 
furthermore that, as a consequence of it being hidden in the ground, so 
to speak, and buried in the earth, it will inevitably be destroyed by various 
demons, or consumed by the voracious rust of vainglory, or devoured by 
the moths of pride, with no regard for how the person who hid it may use 
and profit from it. 

“Therefore, all the recesses of our hearts should be constantly scruti- 
nized and the footprints of whatever enters into them should be examined 
with the shrewdest possible investigation, lest some purely mental beast, 
either a lion or a dragon, passes through and furtively leaves its dangerous 
tracks. For when we neglect our thoughts, these will give the others access 
to the secret places of our heart. And so, at every hour and moment tilling 
the earth of our heart with the gospel plow, that is, with continual remem- 
brance of the Lord’s cross, we shall be able to expel from ourselves the lairs 
of deadly beasts and the lurking places of poisonous serpents.” 


51 Outlined in 20-21 above. 
52 Mt 6:19. 
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23, 1. Noticing that we were astonished at this and inflamed with insa- 
tiable longing by the words of his discourse, the old man stopped speaking 
for a moment, to marvel at our desire. But then he added, “Your earnest- 
ness, my sons, has provoked me to speak for so long, and the kind of fire 
kindled by your desire is giving our conference a more fervent reception. 
From this very thing I can clearly see that you are truly thirsty for teaching 
about perfection, and I want to tell you a little more about the eminence 
and grace of discernment, which among all the virtues is the pinnacle and 
holds first place, and to prove its excellence and usefulness from not only 
everyday examples, but also the ancient instructions and sayings of the 
fathers.3 2. For I am frequently reminded that, when some people would 
ask me with sighs and tears for a discourse such as this, and I was eager to 
teach them something, I was utterly incapable of it. And the power not only 
of thought but also of speech itself failed me so completely that I could not 
even find a way to send them away with some trifling word of consolation. 
These incidents clearly indicate that it is the grace of the Lord that inspires 
the discourse in speakers according to the worthiness and desire of the 
audience. 

“But because the very short night that is upon us will not permit me to 
finish this discourse, let us instead spend this night giving rest to our bod- 
ies, and since the whole night would be needed to finish it if some portion 
of it were not omitted, let us reserve the full course of the exposition for 
uninterrupted examination on a future day or night. 3. For it is appropriate 
that those who are best at giving advice on discernment should demon- 
strate the diligence of their minds primarily in this matter, and should 
prove whether they are, or can be, capable of it by this proof of patience: 
when treating that virtue which is the mother of moderation they should 
not by any of their actions and deeds fall into the vice which is opposite to 
it, excessiveness. Otherwise by deed and action they would be violating the 
character and nature of that which they promote in word. In this regard, 
then, may the good of discernment, which we still plan to explore to the 
extent that the Lord gives us the ability, be helpful to us from the start, 
so that when we are discussing its excellence and the moderation that is 
recognized to exist in it as the primary virtue, we do not allow ourselves to 
exceed the limit dictated by the discussion itself and our time.” 


53 Discernment of thoughts is the subject of the second Conference, also given by Abba 
Moses. 
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4. So with these words the blessed Moses brought our conference to 
an end, and even though we were still eager and hanging onto his every 
word, he urged us to sleep for a little while. He advised us to lie down 
on the same mats on which we were sitting and to put under our heads 
instead of pillows those little cushions which are assembled from the 
thicker leaves of papyrus into long and slender bundles and tied together 
at foot-and-a-half intervals. At one time they provide the brothers, when 
they are sitting together at a synaxis,>5 with a very low seat instead of a stool, 
and at another time with something to put under their necks as they sleep 
to give a support to the head that is not too hard but comfortable and just 
right. 5. These cushions are considered especially convenient and suitable 
for monks to use, then, not only because they are fairly soft and can be 
made with minimal cost and effort — seeing that papyrus grows everywhere 
along the banks of the Nile River — but also because they are made of pli- 
able materials and are naturally light enough to be removed or fetched as 
need may require. And so, at the bidding of the old man we finally settled 
ourselves down to sleep in heavy stillness, as aflame with joy at the con- 
ference we had just received as we were buoyed with expectation of the 
discussion we had been promised. 


54 Literally, “hanging onto his mouth.” 
55 A gathering for prayer. 


126 


by, 


Book of Steps, Memre 10 and 18 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


The thirty treatises, or memre, collected under the title Liber Graduum (or 
Book of Steps) were likely written at the end of the fourth or beginning of 
the fifth century. They are diverse in topic, but are generally addressed to a 
Christian who seeks what the treatises call “perfection” or the state of being 
“righteous.” While some of the treatises are expository, explaining biblical 
concepts in a general way, many of them contain specific practical advice. 
The two treatises translated here are practical in nature — the first, ema 
10, offers advice and encouragement to a person who, while seeking to 
be righteous, has encountered difficulty and discouragement; the second, 
memra 18, explains the best approaches to prayer, including the cultivation 
of tears as a part of dedicated prayer. Both include themes that are treated 
in other early Christian writings, especially those deemed “ascetic,” so 
scholars often think of these treatises as addressing an ascetic community. 
Because they are so short on contextual detail, however, thinking of them 
only in an ascetic context may falsely separate them from the main stream 
of Syriac Christian thought in late antiquity. 

This translation is based on the Syriac text in Liber Graduum, ed. 
M. Kmosk6, Patrologia Syriaca 1.3 (Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1926), 249-269 
and 431-444. 


TRANSLATION 
Memra to 


1. Brothers, it is helpful for us to experience evil things as we are doing 
good things. For Satan stands against us, and so whenever we do some- 
thing noble, he plots against us, aiming to afflict us so that we will not be 
able to do what is noble. For when we are doing good things, whether for 
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strangers or for brothers, he brings his disciples (wolves in sheeps’ cloth- 
ing!) and on the pretense that they are disciples makes us weary, so that we 
are not inclined to receive strangers nor even act kindly toward our broth- 
ers. But we should not fear, nor let ourselves be irritated and thus hold back 
from doing all good things. For if we are brave, the Lord will overpower 
him before our eyes, and he will not be able to tempt us continually. 

2. “Pray that you do not enter into temptation,” Jesus said.’ If Satan 
scares us by means of grief or afflictions and thus we flee from good things, 
then he will just work harder to scare us, so that we do not do what is noble, 
and thus we depart this world without fruits. For nothing from this world 
accompanies us as we depart except the good things that we are doing: our 
fasting and our unceasing prayer. 

3. Let us, then, keep our departure* before our eyes and notice what 
accompanies us from this world to that world. See, we are scarcely will- 
ing to go a small distance, to some nearby location, in this world without 
provisions — this world where people buy and sell by necessity, to work and 
live. If no one is willing to travel without provisions here where people 
have lots of supplies, then how would one become willing to go there, if 
nothing from here accompanies him? No one there will give him any- 
thing, and they will deem him “poor.” We do not want to be humble in 
our heart and our body; but it is in our heart that our humility and sub- 
mission will be known to God, and it is in our body that our humility and 
submission will be manifest to others, as it is written, “Let your humility be 
known to all humanity.” For if a person greets other people in his heart, 
bowing the head inside his heart, but not bowing his actual head and his 
heart before them, then it is only to God that his humility is known. It is 
not apparent to other people, nor does he teach them how to act by doing 
this. But, if he greets other people with his lips, bowing the actual head of 
his body, his humility 7s known to other people, and he is pleasing to them, 
but not to God. The Lord is served in the heart, but people are served by 
things that are visible. If we want to act and teach and be called “great,” 
then we need to wash and cleanse the inward part like the outer part, and 
the outer part like the inward part. Our bodies and our souls come together 
in fasting, prayer, and humility. Our bodies should fast both from foods 
and from appetites, from all stately clothes and the delicacies of living; our 


1 Mt 26:41. 
2 In Syriac, maphqana, “departure” or “exit,” is a metaphor for death. 


3 Phil 4:5. 
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souls should fast from ugly words and from polemics, envy, jealousy, curses, 
anger, and especially enmity and everything evil or even close to it. 

4. For gluttony is harmful to even those bodies that are well; ugly words 
and everything evil harms the soul. That is, if the soul is harmed, the body 
is harmed, and if the body is harmed, the soul is harmed, because there is no 
internal human being that is not external; there is no external human being 
that is not internal. If you want to be perfected and purified, then pursue 
uprightness of both the heart and the body; pursue sincerity, humility, and 
peace of the heart and of the body, because each of them can conquer 
and also be conquered. Together they are glorified and together they recline 
at the table; and for those who keep the Lord’s commandments with their 
bodies and their souls, together they are given rest on the day of our Lord. 
But let us be humble before God and before human beings, as we observe in 
the Lord and all his preachers who humbled themselves and became great 
on account of their humility. They bowed before their enemies, as Israel 
bowed before the one who sought to kill him (he humbled his soul and his 
body and he bowed to him many times‘), and as our Lord was humbled 
in his body and his spirit in order to teach us, and as the prophets and the 
apostles were humbled in their bodies and their souls. The prophets and 
apostles, that is to say, abstained with their bodies from elaborate clothing 
and all stateliness; they abstained with their souls from nourishment and 
from all delicacies. Thus he said, “Do not be anxious about your bodies and 
what you will wear, nor your souls and what you will eat. Isn’t the soul more 
than nourishment and the body more than clothing?”s 

5. The Lord commanded those who are here in the midst of the toil 
and possessions of this world to fast from iniquity’s ties and treachery’s 
bonds, to free the downtrodden, to fast from injustice, lying, greed, for- 
nication, usury, pride, luxury, and to avoid doing to other people anything 
that they find hateful,’ so that they do not affirm foreign names, but instead 
do everything in the name of Jesus and heal every sickness. He commanded 
them to do to each person whatever they wished others would do to them.’ 
He said, “Break your bread with the hungry, bring strangers into your 
house, clothe the naked, and do not neglect the child of your own flesh.”® 
When you do these things, then you can trust that the Lord will permit 


4 Gn 33:3. 

5 Mt 6:25. In Syriac, the word translated here as “soul” can also be rendered “life.” 
6 See the negative statement of the “Golden Rule” in Tb 4:15. 

7 Mt 7:12; Lk6:31. 8 Is 58:7. 
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you to dwell on the land, drawing on its strength; he will satisfy your soul 
with rich food; and your salvation will blaze like a light, your righteousness 
will blaze like a lamp, and the Lord’s glory will overshadow you and his 
salvation shine upon you. This is the fast that the Lord commanded for 
the doers of righteous deeds. But as for those who are solitaries (that is, the 
compassionate ones who do evil to no one), the Lord commanded them, 
both of old and now, to fast from every delicacy, as he says through Paul, 
“It is good for us not to eat meat nor drink wine.”? And, “Beware that your 
hearts are not weighted down in licentiousness and drunkenness and car- 
ing about the world and meditating on many riches.”'° And, “Beware that 
you are not enticed because the nations of the earth seek these things.”"' 
‘Thus he commanded the nations: “Beware that you do not acquire iniquity, 
nor invest in sin or in the world. Do not become familiar with the world’s 
debauchery ‘because the form of this world is passing away.’””* 

6. God was capable of making everyone rich and healthy, well connected 
and well off. But he made some rich, some poor, some strangers, and some 
sick. He tests the haves by means of the have-nots: whether they are mer- 
ciful regarding children of their flesh,'? whether the rich have regard for 
the poor, whether the healthy have regard for the sick, whether those who 
are clothed have regard for the naked, and whether those who are well 
connected have regard for strangers. If they act in this way and are compas- 
sionate toward those who are less well off than they are, those who lack will 
find rest in the strong and the strong will be made righteous through those 
who lack. If, though, they do not do what our Lord commanded, namely, 
to act with compassion toward those less well off than they are, those who 
lack will be fed by the Lord according to his own compassion and he will 
show pity on this world with a sense of poverty. Those who do not have 
compassion will be without fruits and without righteousness on the day of 
our Lord. Lazarus, for example, was weary when he was yet living in this 
world, but when he entered that other world, he found rest. But woe to the 
rich person who enters without provisions, for his belly will not be full of 
the rich food of the new world! 

7. Brothers, consider the strangers, the poor, those who are lacking, who 
are deprived, and who are sick. Let us act to make provisions for ourselves 
for the long journey and for that great world, so that when those who 


9g Rom 14:21. 10 Lk 21:34. 
11 Mt 6:32. 12 1 Cor 7:31. 
13 That is, those with whom they share flesh, i.e. fellow human beings. 
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do good deeds take their delight and find rest, we are not weary and tor- 
mented in their presence. When we are seeking to throw ourselves at food, 
we offer the words, “It is not what enters the belly that defiles a person, but 
what issues from the mouth that defiles a person.” And, if we want to slack 
off in prayer, we offer the words, “In our hearts, let us be pleasing to the 
Lord.”'5 If we want to slack off about church, we offer the words, “Our 
heart is a church.”** If we want to adorn ourselves, we say, “We will mourn 
on the inside; God does not want these visible signs of mourning!” And, if 
it pleases us not to ease the way of the person who is naked or poor, then we 
say “We will be justified in ourselves and we will heal our own sicknesses.” 

8. Evil teaches us all of these things so that we might be slack and lack 
diligence in both body and soul. The problem is that though it makes us 
think that we are working in our hearts, it acts on us so that we are work- 
ing in neither soul nor body! For no one cultivates righteousness in his 
heart without cultivating it in his body, since the lips give voice to what 
overflows from the heart,'’ and the body follows after the thought of the 
heart. The body will be as humble as the heart manages to be. If we really 
want to acquire and to invest, let us say that we are acquiring while we 
do not actually acquire,** or that we have something, but our mind is not 
hampered by it. But then if someone asks you for what you have acquired, 
I expect that you will give it to him and not be hampered by it. But see, if 
a person takes it from you, are you not grieved about it, and do you not 
fight with him, even in court, or get angry about it and become his enemy? 
Woe to us who walk in falsehood and cunning. Liars are like demons.’? For 
everyone who empties his heart of the land also empties his body of what it 
has acquired. Then, if something can be acquired while it is not acquired, 
and something can be built while we are not bound by it, then something 
can be stolen while it is not stolen, and ugly deeds could be done while 
not being done. We could even say that we are heaven and earth and all 
that is in them: we are paradise and Jerusalem! In this way we do not long 
for and enslave ourselves to that glorious place for which the world is not 
sufficient, nor to the house of the Father, where only those children who 
keep the commandments in their bodies and their souls belong (being holy 
in heart and body, they enter there). But what really is the seed of this 


14 Mt r5:11. 
15 Ps rg:14. 16 See 1 Cor 3:16, 6:19. 
17 Mt 12:34. 18 1 Cor 7:30. 19 Jn 8:44. 
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slackening among human beings, if not the scheming of sin? This slack 
teaching has the flavors of death hidden deep within it. 

g. But we already were aware that there is nothing in food that defiles 
and that whoever eats is surely not defiled by eating. His body, though, 
does get heavy, and he indulges himself, grows proud, and stops pursu- 
ing perfection. The one who adorns himself is not defiled, but he does 
become puffed up and haughty, and thus falls away from pursuing perfec- 
tion. Error enters the person amidst delicacy and pride, luxuriousness and 
haughtiness — none of which pertain to love — and then it fattens the person 
and he kicks, just as the Israelites kicked.*° First, he neglects the fact that he 
is a son of the covenant.”' After a little while, he even neglects the fact that 
he serves God, just as the Israelites neglected the mighty one who broke 
them free. After he has grown fat with riches and delicacies, it is then that 
he was defiled — it didn’t happen all of a sudden that he lived luxuriously 
and indulged himself and was defiled, but rather little by little. The noble 
acts of fasting and asceticism also work little by little: righteousness grows 
with humility, and little by little ugly deeds, delicacies, and the luxuries of 
food defile. 

10. When our Lord and the apostles emptied themselves, they emptied 
themselves completely and they fasted completely, namely both in their 
bodies and in their souls. For they never said, “We are fasting,” while they 
were indulging and living luxuriously. Nor did they say, “We are emptying 
ourselves,” while they acquired things. Nor did they say, “We are building 
while we do not build.” Nobody can turn us from our Lord’s way of life 
nor that of his apostles; indeed, they cannot turn us from the fast that the 
prophets kept, reclining 360 days on each side.*? They took the iniquity of 
sinners upon themselves, for forty days and really, for all days. The apos- 
tles and the prophets truly kept the fast so that they could be a model for 
us. And our Lord kept the fast, so that he could be a model for us in his 
fasting and his prayer. Who does not hear this and quake, namely that the 
forgiver of debt and the pardoner of sin fasted and petitioned on behalf of 
our own iniquity? How much more, then, is it right for us that we should 
fast and petition on behalf of the ungodliness of our souls, and on behalf 
of the tempters and opponents we have in this world — even on behalf of 
the inheritance that we have in the next world? This way, we can enter and 


20 Dt 32:15. 
21 In Syriac, bar qgyama, a phrase often translated as “covenanter.” 
22 Ezr 4:4-6. 
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take part in our Lord’s goodness, clearly and face to face, because we keep 
his commandments. 

This is the end of the tenth ema, on the help we have as we endure evils 
while doing good and about fasting of the body and humility of the soul. 


Memra 18 


On the tears of prayer: 

1. So then understand what I am saying, my child: there are tears result- 
ing from sadness and tears resulting from joy, as our Lord said: “You will 
weep and mourn and be sad as the world rejoices, but after a time, your 
tears will turn to joy.”*} For there are people who weep as the result of 
their sins, and rightly so, as it is written, “Sadness for the sake of God is 
the remorse of the soul that brings one back to life.”** There are people 
who have conquered sin, who transcend sins to do good deeds, and they 
weep, not with sadness, but with joy, because of their love of their Lord. 
He showed them great favor, saved them from the slavery of death, and 
made them free people because they humbled themselves and kept his 
commandments. As David said, “This is the day the Lord has made; come, 
let us exult and rejoice in it. O Lord, save us! O Lord, set us free!”*5 Let us 
exult and rejoice in this day of our salvation. And when a person is freed 
from the servitude of death, he works for the Lord in joy and not in sad- 
ness. As David explained, “Work for the Lord in joy and come before him 
in glorification.”** Elsewhere he said, “Work for the Lord with fear and 
rejoice in him with trembling; kiss the son so that he is not angry and you 
do not perish from his way. For in a while, his anger will be kindled, and 
then all the lawless ones will be kindled too. But blessed are those who put 
their trust in him.”*’? He saves them from this world and thus, when they 
leave this world, they are perfected in the love of our Lord Jesus. On the 
great and fearful day, they are glorified with him. 

2. About the tears of which I spoke: Let us imagine there is someone who 
weeps for his friend because he loves the friend, but the friend is far away 
from him. When the person is distant from his friend, he weeps for him, 
whether as the result of love or as the result of sadness. So when the person 
sees his beloved, he weeps in his presence, tears flowing down his face for 


23 Jn 16:20. 24 2 Cor 7:10. 
25 Ps 118:24-25. 26 Ps roo:2. 
27 Ps 2:11-12, with some variations. 
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everyone nearby to see.** Is it not apparent to every person that those tears 
are tears of joy? And when he sees his beloved, whom he did not expect to 
see, he weeps, and tears and groans spill forth. Like this too are the people 
who sin and are distant from our Lord and his righteousness. They weep in 
sadness, however, like the person who is distant from his friend — sadness 
weighs upon him and he weeps. These people are indeed sad on account 
of their sins, fearing the judgment of our Lord and weeping so that God 
might pity them and thus forgive them. If they transcend their sins and 
become righteous, then they draw near to our Lord and their tears turn to 
tears of joy. When they become without sin and are saved from sinfulness, 
they weep with joy before our Lord, just like when a person sees his friend 
whom he did not expect he would see, and he falls on his neck and weeps 
over him, with groans and tears of joy. 

Thus it is right for us to be diligent so that we become without sin and 
petition our Lord to save us from sinfulness. As Paul said, “I am a misera- 
ble human being. What will deliver me from this body of death, if not the 
grace of God that is in our Lord Jesus Christ?”*? 

3. From here forward, let us abandon all visible things, because they are 
passing away, and let us transcend the outer sins. When we cut off all the 
visible sins, we will take our place in the contest against the sin that lives 
inside us, or more accurately, the evil thoughts that sin forges inside the 
heart. We will pursue energetically the contest that is established for us 
and we will engage in the struggle with prayer, as our Lord did before us. 
It is clear that with a forceful cry and many tears, Jesus brought a request 
to the one delivering him from death. He was heard and “he was made 
perfect.”3° Our Lord teaches us these things so that when we do not have 
any manifest, that is, outer, sins, we can approach the contest of prayer, just 
as our Lord said and just as he did. Paul said to the brothers in our Lord, 
“Epaphras engages in the contest in prayer on your behalf.”»' That is to 
say, our Lord calls out in power and was afflicted in prayer, and his sweat 
became like drops of blood,:* and many tears flowed. 

Thus it is apparent to us that when we do not have the outer sins and 
the manifest defects we will bring requests and prayer. But until we are 
afflicted in prayer like him3} and shed tears like he shed and cry out in 
power as he cried out, we will not be saved from the sin that dwells in the 


28 Literally, “tears flowing on his neck.” 
29 Rom 7:24-25. 30 Heb 5:9. 31 Col 4:12. 
32 Lk 22:44. 33 That is, Jesus. 
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heart, nor from the evil thoughts that brew inside us. Thus he said, it is 
right for the men who are in Christ to raise their hands in every region and 
every place, without anger*+ and without evil thoughts, having shed tears 
in their love of our Lord and their desire for him, so that when we enter, 
we will “see him face to face.” 5 As it is written, “Blessed are those who are 
pure of heart, for they will see God.”3° In this world, we see our Lord with 
the eyes of our hearts, as if in a mirror, like Paul said, but in that world we 
will see him face to face. 

4. Thus, the heart is not purified unless hidden sin has ceased coming 
from it and it has finished with the evil thoughts that are hidden and bur- 
ied in it by the power of the sin dwelling in it. And sin is not uprooted 
from our hearts and evil thoughts do not pass away along with their fruits, 
unless we pray as our Lord and all who proclaimed him prayed. When we 
pray to the Lord in our hearts, let us rejoice joyfully with our lips as well 
as internally, so that our heart does not scorn us by sin. The same should 
be true when we are present before our Lord whose commandments we 
keep. We rejoice, as David said, “Let my heart rejoice in you, Lord, and in 
those who fear your name. I will rejoice in you, my Lord and my God, with 
all my heart, and I will glorify your name forever. For your grace increases 
upon me and you delivered my soul from the depths of Sheol.”3’ You see 
how God saved our father from the hand of Sheol and how their hearts 
rejoiced in the Lord and in those who fear his name. So too Mary said, “My 
soul magnifies the Lord and my spirit rejoices in the God who gives me 
life, that one who looks upon the humility of his handmaiden.”3* You see 
that she rejoices internally, in her spirit, within, and she is glad in her mind 
since she found favor and mercy in the Lord’s presence. 

5. So let us become the law for ourselves and let us pursue perfection. 
When we hear the word of truth and compassion, let us be good soil for it, 
so that it will send out tendrils in us and set shoots in our soul, spring up, 
and bear fruit, thirty- and sixty- and one-hundred-fold.3? We should not be 
thorny soil, thus choking out the seed of truth and in turn being choked 
out of life on that day of our Lord’s judgment. Neither should we be soil 
on the road of the evil one, for that soil does not permit anyone to plant 
good seed in it; a bird will come and take up the seed and it will not sprout. 
So, let us not be difficult people, such that the word of life would not be 
able to enter us and strike root in us; this is how the evil one would snatch 


34 1 Tm2:8. 35 1Corr3:12. 36 Mts:8. 
37 Ps 86:11-13. 38 Lk 1:46-48. 39 Mt 13:8. 
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the good seed from our soil. Our mind should not be distant from knowl- 
edge, like the heaving soil whose seed is dried up and does not sprout in 
the sunshine. Let us prosper and bear fruit so that when the children — the 
doers of our Lord’s acceptable and perfect will — are grown, truly we do not 
waste away in the new sun of righteousness, that sun in whose wings are 
mercy and healing.#° So when we hear the word calling us to our Lord’s 
way of life and to that of his preachers, let us enter and become perfect. We 
should be a law for ourselves and be like them, saying, “Why are we not 
like them, when they are in fact like us?” We should hear Paul as he says, 
“T find everything visible to be foolish, and every possession that remains 
here I count as dung” and it will not accompany me to that world of truth 
and glorification. He says, “Be like me, since I indeed have become like 
you.” Observe that, if we wish, we can become like Paul. 

The end of the eighteenth memra on the tears of prayer and how to 
interpret them. 


40 Mal 4:2. — q1 Phil 3:8. 
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T3 


Pachomius, Paralipomena 19-20 
Translated by Mark DelCogliano 


INTRODUCTION 


An Egyptian and a pagan by birth, Pachomius (ca. 292-346) was baptized 
around 313 after being deeply impressed with the charity of Christians. Soon 
thereafter he adopted a life of asceticism and of service to others. About a 
decade later Pachomius founded a community of monks at Tabennesi. While 
this monastery initially struggled, it eventually achieved unparalleled success, 
so much so that by the time of his death nine monasteries of men (around 
five thousand monks) and two monasteries of women were affiliated with 
Pachomius, living according to the regulations for communal life that he had 
established. The charismatic Pachomius was revered by his disciples for his 
personal example of holiness and his insightful, scripturally rich teaching, 
the latter often being delivered in a formal community setting known as an 
“instruction” (katechésis). Several ancient biographies of Pachomius exist, and 
there are also numerous other sources that preserve stories about the one 
whom his followers called “the Great Man.” One of these is the Paralipomena, 
whose title literally means “the things left over or left out” and which con- 
tains a series of anecdotes about Pachomius. The selection translated below 
purports to record one of the instructions he delivered to the brothers. 

This translation is based upon the Greek text edited by Francois Halkin, 
Sancti Pachomii Vitae Graecae, Subsidia Hagiographica 19 (Brussels: Société 
des Bollandistes, 1932), 143-147. 


TRANSLATION 


19. As the Great Man was marveling at what he had been told,' immedi- 
ately the knock was given for the brothers to attend the night office.’ And 


1 Pachomius has just experienced a vision of Christ about the salvation of those who will 
live in a time of darkness. 
2 In Greek, synaxis. 
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when the night service} was completed, the brothers sat down to listen to 
his discourse. And he opened his mouth and said to them:+ 

Brothers, for as long as you have breath in your mouth, strive for your 
salvation. Before the arrival of that time when we are going to weep for 
ourselves, let us eagerly practice virtue. For I declare that if you knew the 
good things in heaven, and the promise reserved for the saints, and how 
those who have fallen away from God are punished, and the torments 
which are reserved for the negligent, especially for those who have recog- 
nized the truth’ but have not put it into practice worthily, that is, so as to 
inherit that blessedness reserved for the saints and to escape the punish- 
ment that comes from being tortured, then you have endured every labor 
so as to become perfect in Christ-like virtue. Indeed, go out to the tombs 
and see the real nature of human beings: they are nothing. So then, why is 
a human being vainglorious when he is dust?° Why is he proud when he 
is nothing but stench? Let us therefore weep for ourselves while we have 
the opportunity,’ so that when the moment of our departure comes we will 
at that time not be found begging God for further opportunity to repent. 

‘Truly wretched and three-times unhappy’ is that soul which has left 
behind the world and dedicated itself to God, but which has not lived in 
a manner worthy of its profession. So then, brothers, let us not allow the 
present age, which is brief and worthless and passing away like a shadow,’ 
to snatch that blessedness and immortal life away from us. Truly, I fear that 
our fathers in the flesh —- who pass their time in the world and are engulfed 
by worries and crises, who think of us in fact as people dedicated to God 
and thus guaranteed to receive the reward of the blessed life, who expect 
to obtain help from us in the future age — may be found condemning us 
and uttering what is written in scripture: “How have you suffered hard- 
ship, becoming utterly ashamed?"° Great is the affliction upon you; a fire 
is kindled against you; your branches are rendered useless.'' Therefore 
they have become plunder. Lions roared against it and gave forth their 


3 In Greek, Jeitourgia. 

4 See Mt 5:2. Here, the manuscript has added a title: “An Extremely Beneficial Instruction 
of the Great Pachomius.” 

5 SeerTm4:3. 6 See Sir 10:9. 7 See Gal 6:10. 

8 The phrase “three-times unhappy” (in Greek, trisathlia) echoes Sophocles, Oedipus at 
Colonnus 3.72. Ismene’s words there in turn echo and invert Odysseus’s “three-times 
blessed” at Homer, Odyssey 5.306; see Virgil, Aeneid 1.94. 

g SeeWs 5:9. 10 Jerg:19. 11 See Jer 11:16. 
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voice against it.'* Therefore the beloved became as the detestable." And 
the crown has been removed from your head. Cities toward the south, how 
have you been shut? There is no one to open to you." For let the impious 
one be taken away, so that he may not see the glory of the Lord.”"s You 
have heard! 

20. Therefore, brothers, let us strive with all our heart, at every moment 
keeping death before our eyes and at every moment imagining the dread- 
ful punishment. Through these exercises, the mind attains perception and 
the soul is oppressed with weeping, and yet the mind also makes the soul 
contemplative and prepares it, undistracted by earthly things, for God. And 
not only this, but also achieving humility because of these conditions, the 
mind persuades the soul to become lowly, free of self-conceit, modest, and 
a foreigner to every worldly thought. 

So then, brothers, each day let the soul teach wisdom to this very thick 
body when we come to our bed at night, saying to each member of the body: 
“O feet, while you have the wherewithal to stand and move, before you are 
laid in the grave and become motionless, stand eagerly for your Lord.” Let 
the soul say to the hands: “There will come a time when you will lose your 
strength and become motionless and be bound to one another and without 
any movement. Therefore, before you encounter that time, do not lose 
heart as you reach out for the Lord.” To the whole body let the soul speak 
as follows: “O body, before we are separated and far removed from each 
other, before I am brought down into hell to receive eternal chains in the 
nether gloom” and you are changed into the original matter and dissolved 
into earth, consumed in stench and putrefaction, stand boldly, worship the 
Lord. For me, take hold of the awareness that is made known through 
tears. Make your good service known to the Lord. Carry me as I eagerly 
confess God, before you are carried by others. Though you want to fall 
asleep and be at rest, do not condemn me into everlasting punishment. 
For there will be a time when that heaviest kind of sleep is going to take 
possession of you. If you should listen to me, then we will enjoy together 
the blessed inheritance. But if you should not listen to me, then woe is me 
since you have been bound with me. Because of you, I too am condemned, 
wretch that I am.” 

If you should train yourselves in this way each day, truly you will become 
a true temple of God.'? And with God dwelling in you, what sort of satanic 


12 Jer 2:14-15. 13 Hos 9:10. 14 See Jer 13:18-19. 
15 See Is 26:10. 16 Jude 1:6. 17 See 2 Cor 6:16. 
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craftiness can deceive you? For instead of having a myriad of teachers, you 
have the Word of God dwelling in you, teaching you more and making you 
wiser with his own knowledge. And whatever human speech cannot say, 
this the all-holy Spirit teaches.'* For we do not know how to pray as we 
ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes on our behalf with sighs too deep 
for words.'? And many other beneficial things could be said to you by the 
grace of God. But so as to avoid spending too much time on the same topic, 
let us shift the discourse to other subjects. 


18 See Lk 12:12. 19 Rom 8:26. 
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Basil of Caesarea, Canonical Letters 
(Letters 188, 199, and 217) 
Translated by Andrew Radde-Gallwitz 


INTRODUCTION 


Basil of Caesarea (ca. 330-378) left behind one of the largest bodies of 
writing from the early Christian period, including monastic legislation, 
homilies, theological treatises, and an extensive correspondence. The three 
letters translated here are traditionally known as his canonical letters, and 
were read as authoritative documents in Byzantine tradition. The letters 
make no attempt to codify all of church law, but rather respond to specific 
queries sent by Basil’s protégé, Amphilochius of Iconium, who became a 
significant theologian in his own right. It is crucial to bear in mind that 
Amphilochius has asked for Basil’s judgment regarding specific cases that 
have come up in his church in Iconium. Basil comments on cases dealing 
with murder, sex and marriage, the consultation of seers, and the conver- 
sions of heretics and schismatics. (Canon 1, incidentally, contains one of 
the classic statements of the differences between heresy and schism.) 

Precedent is decisive for Basil’s casuistry, and the reader can see his fre- 
quent appeal to the prior tradition of canonical legislation. By Basil’s time 
this tradition included canons from individual bishops and rulings from 
church councils such as Elvira, Nicaea, and Laodicea, though Basil’s knowl- 
edge and use of these councils’ disciplinary decrees is uncertain. While 
conciliar legislation begins in the early fourth century, the individual epis- 
copal canons on which Basil draws go back to the mid-third century: Basil 
mentions Dionysius of Alexandria, Cyprian of Carthage, and his own pre- 
decessor Firmilian of Caesarea. Basil recognizes that in some matters there 
are regional variations among the judgments handed down, and defers in 
such cases to local precedent. 

When handling a case of transgression, the punishments at a bishop’s 
disposal have to do solely with participation in clerical orders or in the 
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sacraments. The penalties can perhaps best be grasped by envisioning a 
church building. At the front are the clergy in their ranks from bishop and 
presbyter down to deacons. Then come the non-ordained but still officially 
recognized orders such as sub-deacons, deaconesses, widows, and virgins. 
Beyond them stand the faithful, that is, the baptized laypersons who partake 
fully in the prayer and the offering, and who receive the Eucharist, or the 
“good thing,” as Basil calls it in these letters. After them, in order, come the 
three classes of penitents: those who stand, “those who pray in prostration” 
(Canon 56), and the hearers, none of whom are permitted to receive the 
sacrament. The penitents, or at least some of them, appear to have been 
dismissed during the celebration of the sacrament. Outside the church door 
stand a group whose role is to weep for their sins and beg for the prayers of 
the faithful as they enter. If a member of the clergy sins, typically the only 
penalty is deposition, which brings him down a rank in the clerical order. A 
layperson who sins is deprived of his or her allocated place in the church dur- 
ing the celebration. Typically there is a fixed number of years he or she must 
pass in each position — first weeping outside the door, next coming inside 
as a hearer, then praying in prostration, then merely standing among the 
faithful, and finally receiving the “good thing.” Still, Basil counsels leniency 
on Amphilochius’s part and attention to the quality of the sinner’s penance 
rather than a mechanical accounting of years. Basil’s rhetorical training, 
which included a heavy dose of forensic rhetoric, served him well in his care- 
ful examination of the cases Amphilochius proposed for him. Acting as judge 
and legislator was becoming central to a bishop’s duties, and it is a testa- 
ment to Basil that his eighty-four canons (which are numbered continuously 
throughout the three canonical letters) survived as models of Christian law. 

The Greek text translated here can be found in Saint Basile: Correspondance, 
Tome IT: Lettres CI-CCXVIII, ed. Yves Courtonne, 2nd ed. (Paris: Les Belles 
Lettres, 2003), 120-131, 154-164, and 208-217. 


TRANSLATION 
Letter 188:’To Amphilochius, On the Canons 


7 


But it would 
appear that a request from a wise person makes even a fool wise. This is 


It is said, “Io a fool who asks, wisdom will be reckoned. 
what, by the grace of God, happens to us every time we have received a 


1 See Prv 17:28. 
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letter from your diligent soul. For we become more careful and prudent 
than we were before simply from your questioning as we learn many things 
which we did not know and your concern for precision becomes a teacher 
for us. In the present case too, since we have never taken up your questions 
for consideration, we have been obliged to examine them with precision, 
recollecting anything we have heard mentioned by our elders and drawing 
our own conclusions that are akin to what we have been taught. 

1. So then, the question about the Pure’ has already been dealt with.3 
And you have rightly mentioned that it is necessary to follow the custom 
of each region, since those who have previously decided their cases have 
held various opinions concerning their baptism. But the baptism of the 
Pepuzenes* seems to me to have no basis, and I marvel at how this escaped 
Dionysius,* even though he was trained in the canons. For the ancients 
judged that a baptism is acceptable when it does not deviate at all from the 
faith. This is why they named some groups “heresies,” others “schisms,” 
and still others “rival assemblies.” Heresies are completely broken off and 
estranged with respect to the faith itself. Schisms involve mutual differ- 
ences over certain ecclesiastical accusations and resolvable disputes. Rival 
assemblies are congregations which result from insubordinate presbyters 
or bishops and from uninstructed laypersons. For example, if someone who 
has been proved to be in error has been removed from the ministry and 
does not submit to the canons, but rather claims for himself the presidency 
and the ministry, and when some people have gone along with him and for- 
saken the catholic church — this kind of thing is a “rival assembly.” A schism, 
moreover, is at odds regarding repentance‘ with those who are within the 
church. Examples of heresies include that of the Manicheans, Valentinians, 
and Marcionites, and of these Pepuzenes themselves, for there is a direct 


N 


In Greek, katharous. This was the self-designation of the followers of Novatian, who in the 
mid-third century was elected bishop of Rome by a group that wished to separate from the 
existing bishop of Rome, Cornelius. Unlike Cornelius, Novatian and his followers denied 
that apostates from the faith in times of persecution could be forgiven through penance. 
In addition to the rulings of Cyprian and Firmilian, mentioned below, Basil could perhaps 
be thinking of Canon 8 of the Council of Nicaea (325) and Canon 7 of the Council of 
Laodicea (343). 

4 The Pepuzenes were called thus by opponents based on their association with the city of 
Pepouza in Asia Minor where Montanus and Priscilla lived and taught. These two claimed 
to be prophets inspired by the Holy Spirit. Opponents like Basil believed that they iden- 
tified themselves with the Holy Spirit. This group, also known polemically as Montanists, 
believed that the New Jerusalem would descend at Pepouza. 

Dionysius was bishop of Alexandria, ca. 247-265. 

6 In Greek, peri tes metanoias. 
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disagreement over the very faith in God. Accordingly, the ancients decided 
to reject entirely the baptism of heretics, but to accept that of schismatics, 
since they still belong to the church. As for those in rival congregations, 
after they have been made better by a reasonable repentance and conver- 
sion, they are to be joined once more to the church. As a result, it is often 
the case that persons of some rank who went along with the insubordinate 
leaders are admitted to the same order after they have repented. 

So then, the Pepuzenes are clearly heretics, since they blasphemed 
against the Holy Spirit when they irreligiously and shamelessly gave the 
title of “Paraclete” to Montanus and Priscilla. Now, either they made 
human beings gods, in which case they are condemned, or they insulted the 
Holy Spirit by comparing it with human beings, and if so, they fell under 
the eternal damnation, since blasphemy against the Holy Spirit is unfor- 
givable.’? So, what sense does it make to accept the baptism of these people 
who baptize in [the name of] Father and Son and Montanus or Priscilla? 
Indeed, those baptized into names which have not been handed down to 
us have not been baptized. And so, even if this escaped great Dionysius, 
nonetheless we should not keep imitating the error. After all, the absurdity 
is per se obvious and evident to all who have even a tiny share of reason. 

And the Pure themselves are counted among the schismatics. And 
yet the ancients — I mean those connected with Cyprian and our own 
Firmilian* — decided to submit them all — the Pure, the Encratites,? and the 
Water-Ministers'° — to a single decision. It is from here that the schismatic 
separation began. But those who separated from the church no longer had 
the grace of the Holy Spirit upon them, since it could no longer be given 
when the continuity was broken. For the first ones who withdrew had their 
ordinations from the fathers, and through the laying on of their hands 
possessed the spiritual charism. But those who were broken off became 
laypersons, and lost the authority to baptize or to ordain, since they were 
no longer able to confer on others the grace of the Holy Spirit that they 
themselves lacked. Since certain people had been baptized by laypersons, 


7 See Mt 12:31-32; Mk 3:29; Lk 12:10. For Basil’s understanding of Montanus and 
Priscilla see his Against Eunomius 2.34. 

8 Cyprian was bishop of Carthage in North Africa, ca. 248-258. He corresponded with 
Firmilian of Caesarea in Cappadocia (bishop ca. 230-268). Both Firmilian and Cyprian 
supported the rebaptism of the Pure, a position at odds with Stephen of Rome. 

9 In Greek, Egkratitas, “the chaste” or “self-controlled.” These Christians abstained from 
sex, meat, and wine, and condemned their use by other Christians. See Canon 47. 

10 In Greek, Hydroparastatas. The Water-Ministers or Hydroparastatae used water instead 
of wine in the Eucharist. 
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Cyprian and Firmilian ordered those among them who came to the church 
to be cleansed again with the true baptism of the church. But, in short, 
since some of those in Asia, in the interest of accommodating the majority, 
decided to accept their baptism, let it be admitted. 

But we must understand the vile trick done by the Encratites: in order 
to make themselves unacceptable to the church, they tried to preempt 
[admission] with a strange baptism, and thus they falsified even their own 
custom. So then, since no judgment has been handed down concerning 
them, I think we ought to reject their baptism. And if someone has received 
baptism from them, we must baptize him when he comes to the church. 
However, if this is going to undermine good order generally, once again 
we must stick to custom and follow the fathers who ministered to our own 
regions. Indeed, I fear that, if our desire is to caution people against baptiz- 
ing, the severity of our position might make us an obstacle to those being 
saved. Now, if the Encratites accept our baptism, this should not embarrass 
us. After all, we are not obliged to repay them the favor, but to observe 
the discipline of the canons. By all means, let it be decreed that those who 
come to us from their baptism" be anointed in full view of the faithful and 
likewise approach to the mysteries. Now, I am aware that we admitted to 
the episcopal seat the brothers Izois and Saturninus, who came from that 
order.'* Consequently, we can no longer cut off the members of their group 
from the church, since we have put forth a kind of canon of communion 
with them through the succession of bishops. 

2. The woman who has intentionally miscarried is liable for murder." 
Among us there has been no technical discussion of whether [the fetus] is 
or is not fully formed. In fact, in this case not only do we seek justice for the 
one that is to be born, but also the one who plotted against herself, since 
usually women die after such attempts. Added to this too is the destruction 
of the embryo, another murder, at least in the intention of those with the 
audacity to do these things. We must not, however, extend their penance 


11 Reading apo tou baptismou ekeinon, as conjectured by Deferrari. The mss. and other edi- 
tions say, with minor variations: epi ton baptismon ekeinon, which means “to that baptism, 
which would make Basil say that the persons in question must publicly receive chrism 
and approach the mysteries when they receive the baptism of the Encratites! 

12 Namely, the Encratites. 

13 In Greek, phonou. Basil uses the same term for what contemporary English calls man- 
slaughter, homicide, and murder. To signal this usage, I have used “murder” (and its 
variations) throughout. 

14 Translated thus for sense, even though the Greek pronouns in this clause are masculine. 
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until death, but accept the length of ten years. Nonetheless, their treatment 
should be defined not by time, but by the manner of their repentance. 

3. The deacon who has fornicated after [attaining] the diaconate will 
be deposed from his ministry. But, although he will be put back into the 
position of the laity, he will not be excluded from communion. For there 
is an ancient canon that those who fall from a position of rank should be 
subject to this manner of correction alone, and the ancients were following, 
I think, that law, “You shall not avenge twice for the same crime.”'s And 
there is another reason: those who are in the order of laity, but are expelled 
from the position of the faithful, are once again received in the position 
from which they fell. But a deacon receives once for all the permanent pen- 
alty of deposition. So then, since his diaconate is not given back to him, he 
remains with this punishment alone. Now, these are the directions drawn 
from the written decrees. But, in general, a truer remedy is to withdraw 
from the sin. Accordingly, someone who has rejected grace because of the 
pleasure of the flesh will provide us full proof of his healing if he abandons 
the pleasures that overcame him by afflicting the flesh and enslaving it 
entirely through self-control. So, we must know both the norms of strict 
law and those of custom, and in cases that do not admit of rigorous applica- 
tion, we must follow the written decree that has been handed down. 

4. Concerning trigamy and polygamy, [the ancients] decreed the same 
canon which also applies in the case of bigamists, taken proportionally: a 
single year [of penance] for bigamists, although others declare two years."° 
But they exclude trigamists [from communion] for three and often four 
years. And they no longer call such a thing “marriage,” but “polygamy,” or 
rather “restrained fornication.” This is why the Lord says to the Samaritan 
woman who had had five husbands in succession, “he whom you now have 
is not your husband,””’ since those who have gone beyond bigamy are no 
longer worthy of being addressed with the titles of “husband” or “wife.” 
We have accepted a custom ofa five-year exclusion for trigamists; this does 
not come from the canons, but is in keeping with our predecessors. It is not 
necessary to bar them completely from the church, but to consider them 


15 Na i:9. 

16 For Basil, bigamy includes not only having two spouses at once, but also second 
marriages; indeed, second marriages are Basil’s primary concern when he discusses 
bigamy. Accordingly, trigamy includes third marriages and polygamy names marriages 
after the third. 

17 Jn 4:18. 
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hearers‘® for perhaps two or three years, and after this time to allow them 
to reunite, though without communion in the good thing.'® And thus when 
they have shown some fruit of their repentance, they may recover their 
place in the communion. 

5. Heretics who repent at the time of death ought to be received, though 
certainly not without examination, but with a test of whether they show a 
genuine repentance and whether they have fruits that testify to their zeal 
for salvation. 

6. Acts of fornication among canonical persons should not be considered 
as marriages, but rather every method must be employed to break up their 
unions. For this will also be to the advantage of the church’s security, and 
will not give the heretics any traction against us on the grounds that we 
attract people to our ranks by offering license to sin. 

7. Men who have sex with men, or with beasts, as well as murderers, 
poisoners, adulterers, and idolaters all deserve the same condemnation. So, 
whatever rule you have for the others, maintain it also in these cases. As 
for those who have spent thirty years in repentance for an impurity they 
committed in ignorance, we ought not to hesitate to admit them. For their 
ignorance makes them deserving of lenience, as does their willingness to 
confess and the long time that has elapsed. For almost the entire lifetime of 


20 


a person, they have been “handed over to Satan”*° in order to be taught not 
to act disgracefully. So, command that they be received immediately and 
without delay, especially if they have tears which move your pity and they 
demonstrate a way of life deserving of compassion. 

8. The man who used an ax on his own wife in anger is a murderer. 
But it was right and worthy of your intelligence to remind me to speak at 
greater length on these matters, since there are many differences between 
voluntary and involuntary cases. It is entirely involuntary and far from the 
instigator’s [purpose] when he throws a stone at a dog or a tree and strikes 
a person. For the impulse was to ward off the beast or to knock down the 
fruit. But the person who happened to be there fell under the blow acci- 
dentally, so that such an act is involuntary. Moreover, it is also involuntary 
when someone who wishes to correct someone strikes him with a strap or 


18 In Greek, akroaseds. The akroasis was a class of penitents who could attend services as 
“hearers,” but could not receive the Eucharist. 

19 In Greek, tés de koinonias tou agathou. Both Basil and Gregory of Nyssa use the term 
“good thing” in their canonical letters to refer to the Eucharist. 

20 1 Cor 5:5. 
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a pliant rod but the one who is struck dies. For in this case one looks to 
his intention, namely, that he wished to improve the sinner, not kill him. 
Among involuntary acts is also warding off someone in a fight, with a club 
or by hand, mercilessly directing the blow at the vitals, so as to harm him, 
but not to kill him entirely. But this case is quite close to being voluntary. 
For the one who has used such an instrument for warding off or one who 
has directed blows without mercy is clearly merciless since he has over- 
come the man in fury. Similarly one who uses a heavy club and a stone that 
is greater than humans can bear is also classified with the involuntary, since 
his purpose is different from what he did. In his anger, he dealt such a blow 
that he killed the one he hit. Yet his intention was to batter him, not to kill 
him altogether. The one, however, who used a sword or any such thing 
whatsoever has no excuse at all, and especially the one who hurled his ax. 
For it seems that he did not strike by hand in such a way that he could con- 
trol the intensity of the blow, but rather he hurled it in such a way that iron’s 
weight, as well as its sharp edge and extremely swift motion, would ensure 
that the blow was deadly. Moreover, there is no doubt whatsoever that the 
sort of killing done in robberies and battle assaults is entirely voluntary. 
After all, those who kill for money do so in order to escape conviction, and 
those who come to kill in battle clearly prefer not to put their enemies to 
flight or to correct them, but to kill them. And yet, even if for some other 
motive*' a person mixes an enchanted potion and kills someone, we posit 
that such an act is voluntary. Women often do this kind of thing, when 
with certain incantations and bindings they try to lure others to their love- 
spell and to give them potions that will darken their minds. Such women 
have killed: even if they intended one thing, they did another thing. All the 
same, because of the magical and forbidden nature of their practice, they 
are catalogued with those who murder voluntarily. In addition, those who 
provide abortive drugs are themselves also murderers, as are those who 
take fetus-destroying drugs. So much for this subject. 

g. The saying of the Lord about it not being permitted to withdraw 
from marriage except on grounds of fornication,” according to the logic 
of the idea, applies equally to men and women. Yet this is not the custom. 
Instead, we find the strict interpretation applied mostly to women, since 


21 That is, some motive other than killing. 
22 Mt 5:32 and 19:9; see Mk 10:11-12; Lk 16:18; 1 Cor 7:10-11, which do not contain the 
exception for fornication. 
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the apostle says, “He who joins himself with a prostitute is one body, 
and Jeremiah says, “If a woman comes to be with another man, he will not 
return her to her husband, but in her defilement she will be defiled,”’+ and 
again, “He who keeps an adulteress is foolish and impious.”*5 Custom com- 
mands that men who are adulterous and involved in fornication be kept by 
their wives. As a result, I do not know if the woman who marries a divorced 
man can be called an adulteress. For in this case the charge applies to the 
woman who has dismissed her husband in accordance with her motive to 
depart from the marriage.*® For if she was beaten and could not bear the 
blows, she ought to remain with her spouse rather than separate from him. 
If it was because she could not put up with a loss of money, this is not at 
all a worthy pretext. But if it was because he was living in fornication, we 
do not consider this as an excuse in the church’s custom. Rather, a wife 
is commanded not to separate even from an unfaithful husband, but to 
remain since it is unclear how things will turn out. “For how do you know, 
wife, whether you will save your husband?”*’ This is why the woman who 
leaves [her husband] is an adulteress, if she comes to another man. But the 
man whom she leaves is pardoned and the woman who marries such a man 
is not condemned. Yet, if a husband abandons his wife and goes to another 


woman, he too is an adulterer, since he causes her’® 


to commit adultery. 
And the woman who marries him is an adulteress, since she causes some- 
one else’s husband to come over to her. 

10. Those who swear that they will not receive ordination should not 
be forced to commit perjury, even if they renounce their oath. For even 
though there seems to be a canon that allows such things, still we have 
come to know by experience that those who have sworn falsely do not fare 
well. One must examine also what kind of oath it was, as well as the words 
and their disposition when they swore and the subtle qualifications in the 
words, since if there are no extenuating circumstances at all, one must 
altogether dismiss such persons. Now, the case of Severus, or rather the 
presbyter who was ordained by him, seems to me to contain extenuating 


circumstances of this kind, if it also seems this way to you. Order the region 


23 1Cor6:16. 24 Jer 3:1. 25 Prv 18:22. 

26 According to Basil, in a case where an adulterous husband has been dismissed by his wife 
and remarries, it is the first rather than the second wife who deserves the accusation of 
adultery. 

27 1 Cor 7:13, 16. Basil apparently understands Paul’s apistos as “unfaithful” (that is, unfaith- 
ful to marriage vows) rather than “unbelieving.” 

28 The man’s first wife. 
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that is subordinate to Mestia, where the man was appointed, to be subject 
to Vasoda. In this way, you see, that man will not perjure himself since 
he will not depart from the place. And since Longinus will keep Cyriacus 
with him, he will not leave the church vacant. Nor will he cause his own 
soul to be condemned for negligence. And we think that we are not doing 
anything contrary to the canons by accommodating Cyriacus’s vow to stay 
in Mindana, even though he accepted the transfer. In effect, his return will 
safeguard the vow. Allowing him the administration won’t be considered 
perjury on his part, since he did not add in his vow that he would not depart 
from Mindana for a short while, but that he would remain there after- 
wards. As for Severus, who cited forgetfulness as his excuse, we pardon him, 
though we say that the one who knows what is hidden will not overlook his 
church when it is harmed by such a man who has acted uncanonically from 
the start, binding people by oath in violation of the gospels,” and then 
teaching them to perjure themselves by the circumstances of the transfer, 
and now lying by offering the pretext of forgetfulness! But since we are not 
judges of hearts, but judge on the basis of what we hear, we should give the 
judgment to the Lord, while for our part we should receive him without 
examination and grant pardon to that human weakness, forgetfulness. 

11. The one who committed involuntary murder has fulfilled his pun- 
ishment in eleven years. For clearly we must maintain the laws of Moses 
for those who are struck. As for the one who was bedridden because of the 
blows he received, if he walks again on his cane, we do not consider him 
to have been murdered.*° But if he does not recover after the blows, even 
though it was not the intention of the assailant to kill him, the assailant is 
still a murderer, though an involuntary one given his purpose. 

12. As for bigamists, the canon completely bars them from ministry. 

13. As for those who have murdered in war, our fathers did not classify 
this along with acts of murder, and it seems to me that they granted pardon 
to those who fought defensive wars on behalf of prudence and piety. But 
perhaps it is good to offer this counsel: since their hands are not clean, they 
should be barred from communion only for three years. 

14. As for the one who receives interest [on a loan], if he consents to 
return the unjust gain to the poor and in future to get rid of the disease of 
avarice, he can be admitted to priesthood. 


29 Mt 5:34-37. 30 Ex 21:12-14, 18-19. 
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15. But I am astonished at you, requesting grammatical precision in the 
case of scripture and considering it to be necessarily true that the wording 
of the translation offers its own meaning, but does not translate properly 
what is meant by the Hebrew term. But since we must not pass idly by a 
problem stirred up by an inquisitive man: the birds of the heaven and the 
fish of the sea had the same origin in the cosmogony. For both kinds were 
brought forth from the waters. This is the reason why the characteristic 
property for both is the same. After all, one group swims through water, 
while the other swims upon the air. So, this is why they are mentioned 
together. But the form of the saying, which incongruously is given at one 
point to the fish and at another to all that dwell in water, is altogether 
proper.’ Surely the birds of the heaven and the fish of the sea are subordi- 
nated to the human being, and not they alone but also all that traverse the 
paths of the seas. Indeed, if something is aquatic, it is not necessarily a fish, 
since there are also cetaceous creatures — whales, hammer-head sharks, dol- 
phins, and seals — and additionally sea-horses, sea-dogs, sawfish, swordfish, 
and sea cows, if you wish, and sea-anemones, scallops, and all the mollusks. 
None of these are fish, yet all traverse the paths of the seas. 

16. Now, Naaman was not great with the Lord, but with Ais lord, that 
is, he was someone who had great influence on the king of Syria.*’ So, 
carefully pay attention to scripture and from it you will find the solution 
to your question. 


Letter 199: lo Amphilochius, On the Canons 


Long ago I answered the questions posed to us by Your Reverence, but I 
did not send the letter, since I have been delayed by a lengthy and dan- 
gerous illness and by a lack of servants. For even among us there are few 
who know the road and are prepared for this kind of service. So, when you 
learn the reasons for our delay, grant us pardon. We marvel at your zeal 
for learning as much as at your humility, since you have accepted to learn 
even when you have been entrusted with the rank of teacher, even to learn 
from us who possess nothing great by way of knowledge. Nonetheless, out 
of your fear of God you have accepted to do something that would not 


31 The apparent incongruity results from the comparison of Gn 1:20-21, where creatures 
of the sea are created along with birds of the air, and 1:28, where fish, not yet mentioned 
in the narrative, are listed along with the birds as subordinate to the human being. 

32 2 Kgs 5:1. 
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be easy for another person, and so we must consent to your intention and 
good purpose, even though it is beyond our capacity. 

17. You have asked us about Bianor the presbyter, whether he can be 
admitted into the clergy because of his oath. Now, I realize that I have 
already given the clergy in Antioch a certain general rule concerning all 
those who took the oath together with him: that they should abstain from 
public assemblies and perform the tasks of presbyters privately. But this 
very ruling also provides him with some license with respect to his own 
ministry, since his priesthood is not in Antioch but in Iconium, where, 
as he himself said to us in a letter, he has taken up residence instead of 
Antioch. Therefore, that man can be admitted, provided he is asked by 
Your Reverence to show repentance for his readiness to take an oath which 
he swore in the presence of the unbelieving man, when he was unable to 
endure the annoyance of that petty danger. 

18. Concerning fallen virgins who have pledged a life in solemnity to the 
Lord, but subsequently renounced their own vows because they fell under 
the passions of the flesh: our fathers, tenderly and gently accommodat- 
ing the weaknesses of those who stumble, decreed that they are admissible 
after a year, classifying them by analogy with bigamists. But it seems to 
me that, with the church advancing in strength and the order of virgins 
growing by the grace of God, we ought to pay careful attention to the 
matter as it appears upon reflection and to the mind of scripture, which we 
can discover by inference. Widowhood is inferior to virginity. Therefore, 
the sin too of widows is far secondary to that of virgins. So, let us examine 
what is written to Timothy by Paul: “Do not admit younger widows. For 
whenever they rebel against Christ, they wish to marry, and thus bear con- 
demnation because they have abandoned their first pledge.”>} Therefore, 
if a widow is subject to the gravest condemnation because she has aban- 
doned her pledge to Christ, what should we think about the virgin who 
is a bride of Christ and a holy vessel dedicated to the Lord? It is a great 
sin for a mere housemaid to give herself over to a clandestine marriage: 
she infects the household with corruption and brings insult on its owner 
through her wicked life. But it is far worse, truly, for the bride to become 
adulterous and to dishonor her union with the bridegroom, giving herself 
over to lewd pleasures. Therefore, the widow is condemned as a corrupt 
slave, but the virgin is subject to the punishment for adultery. Just as we call 


33 1 Tm 5:11-12. 
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aman who sleeps with another’s wife an adulterer, and do not admit him to 
communion until he ceases from the sin, obviously our disposition will be 
similar in the case of one who keeps a virgin. As a preliminary matter, at this 
point we must agree that someone is called a “virgin” who has voluntarily 
dedicated herself to the Lord, has forsworn marriage, and has preferred 
the consecrated life. We accept professions from the time when one has 
reached the age of full reason. Thus, we should not regard children’s state- 
ments as completely binding in such matters. But as for the one who has 
passed sixteen or seventeen years and is in command of her thoughts, if she 
has been thoroughly examined, and still remains persistent in her requests 
for admission, we ought to enroll her with the virgins at that age. Having 
ratified such a woman’s profession, we must mercilessly punish her if she 
denies her profession. As you know, parents, as well as brothers and various 
relatives, offer many girls before the [acceptable] age, and it is not that the 
girls are drawn to consecrated life of themselves, but that the relatives seek 
to provide themselves with some worldly advantage. We should not readily 
admit them until we have clearly sought out their own intention. 

19. Now, as for the professions of the men [you mention], we have not 
recognized them unless some of them have enrolled themselves in the 
order of monks.3+’These ones seem to have tacitly accepted the consecrated 
life. And yet, even in those cases, I think we should preempt them by inter- 
rogating them and making the acceptance of their profession manifest, so 
that, should they go over to the flesh-loving and pleasure-seeking life, we 
can subject them to the penalty for fornicators. 

20. As for all the women who professed virginity while living in her- 
esy, but then subsequently chose marriage instead, I do not think that we 
should condemn them. For “all that the law says pertains to those under 
the law.”35 Since they had not yet come under the yoke of Christ, they did 
not recognize the Lord’s legislation. As a result, they are admissible to the 
church, and from their faith in Christ they have remission for these along 
with all their sins. And, in general, deeds done while living as a catechu- 
men are not subject to discipline. But clearly the church does not accept 


34. The inference reflected in the bracketed addition is that Basil is referring to specific 
cases that Amphilochius has brought to his attention. It is impossible to believe that in 
general Basil only accepts those who “tacitly” (that is, without a public profession) join 
the order of monks. 

35 Rom 3:19. 
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those who are without baptism. So what is most necessary in these cases 
are birth-rights.3° 

21. In the case of the man who is married to a woman, but is not con- 
tent with the marriage and falls into fornication, we judge such a man as 
a fornicator and we extend the period of his punishment even longer. We 
do not, however, have a canon for subjecting him to the penalty for adul- 
tery if the sin was committed with an unmarried woman, since it says that 
the adulteress “in her defilement will be defiled”’ and will not return to 
her husband, and, “He who keeps an adulteress is foolish and impious.”* 
The man who has committed fornication will not, however, be barred from 
marriage with his own wife. Therefore the wife should receive her husband 
when he has given up his fornication, but the husband [of an unfaithful 
wife] should send the defiled woman from his own home. Now the reason 
for these things is not easy to see, but the custom has prevailed in this way. 

22. As for those who got wives by abduction, if they carried off women 
who had already been betrothed to others, we should not admit them until 
the women are released from them and placed under the authority of those 
to whom they were originally betrothed, whether the latter wish to take 
them or to renounce them. If someone takes a woman who is not spoken 
for, she must be released so as to be restored to her family, and turned 
over to the will of her family, whether it be parents, brothers, or what- 
ever guardians of the young girl. If they wish to hand her over to him, it 
counts as marriage; but if they refuse, she is not compelled. However, the 
man who got his wife by seduction*® — whether secretly or by somewhat 
greater force — must observe the penalty for fornication. Now, the penalty 
for fornicators is fixed at four years. In the first year, they must be cast 
out from the prayers and weep at the door of the church. In the second, 
they are admitted with the hearers, and in the third to repentance.*' In the 
fourth, standing together with the laity, they abstain from the offering. 
Finally, they are entrusted with communion in the good thing. 


36 Itis unclear if Basil is speaking of spiritual birth (i.e. baptism). If so, he would be 
saying that it is necessary for catechumens to be baptized, thereby obtaining spiritual 
birth-rights. Alternatively, he could be speaking of some other kind of birth-right that is 
binding in the case of the non-baptized. 

37 Jer 3:1. 38 Prv 18:22. See Canon 9. 

39 In Greek, ek harpages. See Canon 30. 

40 In Greek, ek diaphthoras. See Canon 25. 

41 “Repentance” (metanoian) typically names the entire period of ecclesiastical discipline. 
Here, Basil uses the term specifically for the stage of being “prostrate.” A similar substi- 
tution occurs in Gregory of Nyssa’s Canonical Letter to Letoius, Canon 3. 
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23. Concerning those who marry two sisters or are married by two 
brothers, a little letter has been published by us and we have sent a copy 
of it to Your Reverence.# But as for the man who has taken the wife of his 
own brother, he must not be admitted until he renounces her. 

24. As for the widow enrolled in the list of widows, that is, one who 
is supported by the church, it is the apostle’s judgment that, should she 
become married, she be neglected.+} There is no law that applies to a wid- 
owed man [who remarries], but the penalty for bigamy is sufficient for such 
a person. Moreover, if a widow who has reached her sixtieth year chooses 
once more to marry a man, she will be judged unworthy of communion in 
the good thing until she ceases from the passion of impurity. If, however, 
we enroll her before her sixtieth year, the fault is ours, not the woman’. 

25. The man who keeps as his wife the woman he has seduced is subject 
to the penalty for seduction, but will be allowed to keep her as his wife. 

26. Fornication is not marriage, and neither is it the starting-point of 
marriage. So, if it is possible for those joined together in fornication to be 
separated, this is best. But if they are satisfied with the marriage in every 
way, then they should observe the penalty for fornication, but be given 
permission, lest something worse happen. 

27. Concerning the presbyter who in ignorance has become involved in 
an illicit marriage, I have defined what should be done: he should keep his 
chair,*+ but abstain from the other activities. Indeed, lenience is sufficient 
for such a person. But it is inappropriate for him to bless another person, 
when he ought to be caring for his own wounds. For blessing conveys 
consecration. But if someone does not possess this because of the fault he 
committed out of his ignorance, how can he give it to another person? So 
he should not bless anyone in public or private nor distribute the body of 
Christ to others or offer any other service. Rather, being content with his 
seat of honor, let him call on the Lord to pardon him for the transgression 
he committed in ignorance. 

28. Now, it seems very ridiculous to me that someone vowed to abstain 
from pork. So, you ought to teach them to abstain instead from stupid 
vows and promises. Instead, allow the use of pork to be a matter of indif- 
ference. For “nothing created by God is to be rejected when it is received 


42 This letter isnot extant. =. 43: 1 Tm §:11-12. 
44. In Greek, kathedras. The term is used literally for the bishop’s or presbyter’s seat during 
the liturgy and metonymically for the office itself. 
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with thanksgiving.”+ So, the vow is laughable, and the abstinence is 
unnecessary. 

29. As for the leaders who have sworn to do harm to their subordinates, 
they should certainly receive treatment. Now, their treatment is twofold: 
first, they should be taught not to swear rashly, and secondly, not to persist 
in their wicked judgments. So, the person who has already taken a vow to 
do harm to another person should demonstrate remorse for the rashness of 
the vow, and moreover should not take piety as a pretext for confirming his 
own wickedness. After all, it did no good to Herod to keep his vow, since in 
order to avoid perjury, he became a murderer of the prophet.*° Oaths have 
once and for all been forbidden,*’ so it is undoubtedly just to condemn an 
oath sworn for an evil purpose. So, the one who swore must repent, and not 
endeavor to confirm his own impiety. I mean, examine the absurdity more 
fully! What if someone swears to gouge out his brother’s eyes, is it good 
for him to act on such a vow? What about someone swearing to murder? 
What about someone swearing through a vow to transgress any command 
whatsoever? Truly, “I swore and I determined” — not to sin, but — “to guard 
the judgments of your righteousness.”** Even as it is appropriate that the 
commandment be confirmed by unchangeable judgments, so too that the 
sin be altogether annulled and obliterated. 

30. Concerning abductors, we do not have an ancient canon, but have come 
to our own decision: that both they and their accomplices in the abduction 
remain outside the prayers for three years. An abduction that occurs without 
any force is not subject to correction, provided that no rape or theft preceded 
the act. Now, the widow is under her own authority, and it is up to her whether 
to follow a man.*? So we should not take these pretexts into account. 

31. As for the wife whose husband has gone away and is nowhere to be 
seen, and who has married another man before being convinced of her 
husband’s death: she is committing adultery. 

32. Clergy who commit the “sin unto death”*° are deprived of their rank, 
but not debarred from the communion of the laity. For “you shall not pun- 
ish twice for the same fault.”5" 


45 1 Tm 4:4. 46 Mt 14:9-10; Mk 6:23-28. 

47 See Mt 5:34. 48 Ps 118(119):106. 

49 Literally, “to follow,” a shorthand expression for “to be married,” used of women and 
based perhaps on the wedding ceremony in which a bride was led to her new home. See 
Canon 38. 

50 1 Jn 5:16-17. 51 See Na 1:9. 
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33. The woman who gave birth while on a journey and neglected the 
newborn should be liable to the charge of murder. 

34. As for women who have committed adultery and who have piously 
confessed it or have in some way been convicted, our fathers do not require 
us to publish this, lest we provide a cause of death for those who have been 
convicted.* Still, they order that the women remain without communion 
until they have fulfilled the time of repentance. 

35. In the case of the man who has been left [by his wife and has subse- 
quently remarried], one must examine the reason for the abandonment. If 
it appears that she has left him without reason, he deserves pardon, but she 
deserves punishment. Pardon shall be given to this man so he may have 
communion with the church. 

36. Wives married to soldiers who have disappeared fall under the same 
judgment that applies also to those who, while their husbands were away, 
could not hold out until their return. And yet there is some pardon for the 
deed in question since the presumption of death is greater. 

37. The man who married [again] after another man’s wife had been 
taken away from him is liable to the charge of adultery for his first wife, but 
is not to be disciplined for a second one.*3 

38. The young women who follow [a man in marriage] against the wishes 
of their father commit fornication, but if the parents are reconciled [with 
them], the deed seems to have received its treatment. Still, they are not 
immediately restored to communion, but are punished for three years. 

39. The woman who joined with an adulterer is an adulteress the 
whole time. 

40. The [slave] woman who gave herself to a man against the wishes of 
her master committed fornication, but if after doing this she has lived in the 
marriage openly, she is married. So, the former is fornication, the latter mar- 
riage. For the contracts of those who are in another’s power have no force. 

41. The woman who possesses authority over herself due to her widow- 
hood can without blame enter into marriage with a man, so long as no one 


52 Basil is concerned that the adulteress, if discovered, might be killed by a jealous spouse 
or offended family member; he does not imply that she necessarily or automatically 
would be killed. 

53 This confusing case involves a man who married another man’s wife, but then lost her, 
presumably to abduction, and then later remarried another woman. The first marriage 
was illicit because the woman was married to another man, and so he is guilty of adultery 
for that marriage, but no penalty applies to the second marriage. 
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splits up the marriage, as the apostle says, “If the husband dies, she is free 
to be married to whomever she wishes, but only in the Lord.”5+ 

42. Marriages that take place independently of those who are in charge‘s 
are acts of fornication. So, if neither the father nor the master is living, those 
who come together are not to be disciplined; likewise, if the authorities con- 
sent to the marriage, it receives the binding force of marriage at that point. 

43. The man who gave a fatal blow to his neighbor is a murderer, whether 
he was the first to strike or did so in self-defense. 

44. The deaconess who fornicated with the Greek man can be admitted 
to communion, but will be admitted to the offering in the seventh year, 
provided that she lives in chastity. But since the Greek, after accepting the 
faith, has rejoined the sacrilege, he is returning to his vomit.*° But for our 
part, we do not permit the body of the deaconess, which has been conse- 
crated, to be used any more for fleshly purposes. 

45. If someone who has taken the name of a Christian insults Christ, the 
title does him no good. 

46. As for the woman who was unaware that the man who married her 
had been temporarily left by his wife, and was later sent away because the 
former wife returned to him: while she committed fornication, she did so 
unawares. So, she won’t be barred from marriage, though it would be best 
if she remains as she is. 

47. Encratites, Saccophori, and Apotactitess? are subject to the same 
judgment that applies also to Novatians; a canon was published regard- 
ing the latter, even though that case is different, whereas the cases of 
the former groups were passed over in silence.®* For our part, however, 
we rebaptize such persons based on a single judgment. If among you the 
practice of rebaptism is forbidden, as in fact it is not allowed among the 
Romans because of a certain dispensation due to their manner of baptism, 
our judgment should hold force and here is the reason. Their heresy is, 
as it were, an offshoot of the Marcionites: they revile marriage and reject 
wine and say that the creation of God is defiled. So, we do not admit them 
into the church, unless they are baptized into our baptism. They must not 


54 1 Cor 7:39. 55 That is, the parents or guardians. 

56 Prv 26:11; see 2 Pt 2:22. 

57 For the Encratites, see Canon 1, with the footnotes; Saccophori means “sackcloth- 
wearers”; Apotactites means “hermits” or “recluses.” These polemical labels referred to 
groups of ascetic Christians who, according to Basil and other bishops such as Epiphanius 
of Salamis, based their ascetic renunciation on a misguided hatred of created goods. 

58 See Canon 1. 
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claim, “We were baptized into Father and Son and Holy Spirit,” when they 
believe God to be the creator of evil things, precisely as do Marcion and 
the other heresies. Consequently, if it pleases you, more bishops should 
come together at a single place and put the matter forward in this way 
as a canon, so that both its author be kept from danger and the one who 
answers be held trustworthy in his response regarding such persons. 

48. Now, as to the woman who has been left by her husband, in my judg- 
ment, she ought to remain unmarried. For since the Lord said, “Because 
if someone leaves his wife, except on account of fornication, he causes her 
to commit adultery,”s® by calling her “adulteress,” he prohibited her from 
union with another man. After all, how can the husband be accused of 
being the cause of adultery, but the wife be irreproachable, when she was 
called an adulteress by the Lord because of her union with another man? 

49. Women who have been corrupted by force should be deemed guiltless. 
Accordingly, even a slave, if she is forced by her own master, is without guilt. 

so. There is no law concerning trigamy. This is why a third marriage is 
not conducted legally. To be sure, we should look on such things as pollut- 
ing the church. But we do not subject them to public condemnations, since 
they are preferable to unbridled fornication. 


Letter 217: To Amphilochius, On the Canons 


When I returned from a long journey — for I went as far as Pontus on 
ecclesiastical business and to visit my relatives — I brought back my body in 
a battered state and was rather distraught in my soul. But when I took the 
letter of Your Reverence in my hands, I forgot everything at once, since I 
had received signs of the voice that is sweetest of all to me and the hand that 
is dearest. And so, if your letter gladdens me so, you should imagine how 
greatly I would value meeting with you. May the Holy One arrange for this 
to happen whenever it would not be a burden for you and you yourself can 
invite us. For if you come to the house on the feast of Euphemia,®” it would 
not be difficult for me to meet, escaping the troubles here and hurrying 
to Your Unfeigned Charity. And perhaps, additionally, the sudden depar- 
ture of the most God-beloved bishop Gregory — for what sort of reason it 
happened, I still do not know - makes the trip to Nazianzus necessary for 
me. Now, as for the man about whom I was talking with Your Perfection 


59 Mt 5:32. 
60 September 16. St. Euphemia was martyred on that date in 303 in Chalcedon. 
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and whom you had hoped would be ready, know that he has fallen into a 
chronic illness and still suffers in his eyes, and because of his old ailment 
and the sickness that has surfaced recently for him, he remains completely 
useless for the tasks at hand. And there is no other man among us. So, it 
would be best, even though they handed over the task to us, if they nomi- 
nated someone from their own ranks. Indeed, we have to think that these 
are words of command, but that their soul wishes for that same thing that 
they sought from the beginning, namely that their leader be a local. But 
there is probably someone among the neophytes. Even if Macedonius does 
not approve of him, he should be nominated. You will inform him of his 
duties, with the Lord cooperating with you in all things and granting you 
the grace for this task. 

51. The canons have ruled vaguely in the matter concerning the clergy. 
‘They command that, for those who fall, a single penalty be defined, namely, 
removal from the ministry, whether it has a rank or is a matter of service in 
an unordained ministry. 

52. The woman who neglected her newborn during a journey is con- 
demned as one would be for murder, no matter whether she, though being 
able to save it, despised it, or calculated that she would cover her sin by 
doing so, or followed a completely bestial and inhuman line of reasoning. 
But if she was unable to care for it, and the infant was done away with due 
to want and lack of necessities, then the mother can be pardoned.*: 

53. [he widow slave has probably not committed a grave sin in choosing 
a second marriage on the pretext of abduction.® Accordingly, we should 
not accuse her because of the pretext. Indeed, it is not appearances® that 
are judged, but one’s intention. Clearly, though, the penalty for bigamy 
remains for her. 

54. As for the differences among involuntary murders, I am sure I have 
already sent what I am able to Your Piety and can say no more than that, 
since it is up to your judgment either to extend or to mitigate the penalty 
according to the peculiarities of the situation.“ 

55. Regarding those who marched in arms against the bandits: if they 
are outsiders,°> they will be barred from communion in the good thing, but 


61 See Canon 33. 62 See Canon 30. 

63 In Greek, ta schemata. This is the same term rendered “pretext” in the first sentence of 
the Canon. 

64 See Canon 8. 65 In Greek, exd. That is, laity. 
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if they are clergy, they are deprived of their rank. For it says, “Everyone 
who takes up the sword will die by the sword.” 

56. The man who has voluntarily committed murder, but who later 
repented, will not partake in the sacraments for twenty years. Now, the 
twenty years should be administered for him in the following manner. For 
four years he ought to weep, standing outside the door of the house of 
prayer, making his sin known, and asking the faithful as they enter to make 
their prayer on his behalf. After the fourth year he will be admitted to the 
hearers and for five years he will exit with them. For seven years he will 
exit with those who pray in prostration. For four years he will merely stand 
with the faithful, but not participate in the offering. When these periods 
are fulfilled, he will partake of the sacraments. 

57. The man who committed murder involuntarily will not partake of 
the sacraments for ten years. Now, the ten years will be administered for 
him in the following way. For two years he will weep, for three years he will 
remain with the hearers, for four years with the prostrate, and will merely 
stand for one year. And subsequently he will be admitted to the holy things. 

58. The man who committed adultery will not partake of the sacraments 
for fifteen years: weeping for four years, hearing for five, in prostration for 
four, and standing without communion for two. 

59. The fornicator will not partake of the sacraments for seven years: 
weeping for two, hearing for two, in prostration for two, and merely stand- 
ing for one. In the eighth, he will be admitted to communion. 

60. The woman who professed virginity and failed in her promise will 
fulfill the time period for the sin of adultery in maintaining a life on her 
own.’ The same also goes for those who have promised the life of a monk 
and failed. 

61. The thief, if he accuses himself in repentance on his own initia- 
tive, will be prohibited from communion in the sacraments for one year 
only. But if he is convicted, for two years. The time will be divided for 
him into prostration and standing, and then he will be deemed worthy of 
communion. 

62. The man who did indecent things with men will be supervised for 
the time period allotted to the sin for adultery. 

63. The man who confesses his own impious acts with beasts will observe 
the same time period [as the previous case] in penance. 


66 Mt 26:52. 
67 That is, she will live a life of chastity for this time period. 
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64. The perjurer will not partake for ten years: for two years weeping, 
for three hearing, for four in prostration, and for one merely standing, and 
then he will be deemed worthy of communion. 

65. He who confesses witchcraft or poisoning will do penance for the 
time allotted for murder, being treated as if he had convicted himself of 
that sin. 

66. The grave-robber will not partake for ten years: for two years weep- 
ing, for three hearing, for four in prostration, for one standing, and then 
he will be admitted. 

67. Incest between brother and sister requires penance for the time 
period allotted to murder. 

68. As for the union in marriage of people whose kinship precludes them 
from marrying, if the union’s sinfulness is discovered once it has taken 
place, it will bring the penalty for adulterers. 

69. The lector, if he has intercourse with his betrothed before marriage, 
will be suspended from reading for a year and then received, but will remain 
with no advance in rank. If he has had illicit intercourse without betrothal, 
he must cease from his ministry. And the same goes also for a sub-deacon. 

70. The deacon whose lips are defiled and has confessed that his sin has 
gone this far, will be suspended from his service, but will be deemed wor- 
thy to partake of the sacraments with the deacons. The same goes also for 
a presbyter. But if it has been discovered that someone has sinned more 
gravely than this, and if he is in a similar rank, he shall be deposed. 

71.As for the man who conspires in any of the aforementioned sins and 
yet does not confess them, but is convicted [by someone else], he will be 
punished for the same length of time as the perpetuator of the evil deeds 
is punished. 

72. The man who has become a devotee of seers or of any such people 
will be subject to supervision for the time period allotted to murderers. 

73. He who has denied Christ and sinned against the mystery of salva- 
tion must weep for the entire period of his life, and is obligated to remain 
in penance. At the moment of his departure from life, he will be deemed 
worthy of the sacrament in virtue of his faith in God’s mercy. 

74. Yet, if each of those who fall into the sins written about above devel- 
ops a zeal for doing penance, then the one entrusted by the divine mercy 
with loosing and binding will not be worthy of condemnation if he adopts 
a more merciful attitude upon seeing the excellence of the sinner’s penance 
and is led to reduce the time-period of the penalties. For the story in the 
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scriptures informs us that those who do penance with greater effort receive 
God’s mercy swiftly. 

75. As for the one who has defiled himself with his own step-sister, 
whether paternal or maternal, his presence at the house of prayer should 
not be permitted, until he ceases the sin and unlawful practice. After 
becoming aware of his horrible sin, he must weep for three years, standing 
by the door of the houses of prayer and asking the people entering for 
prayer, so that each of them might with sympathy make earnest petitions 
on his behalf to the Lord. After this, for another three years, let him be 
admitted to the hearers alone, and once he has heard the scriptures and 
the teaching, he should be dismissed and not deemed worthy of the prayer. 
Then, if he has made his request with tears and kneeled before the Lord 
with a troubled heart and a severe humility, let prostration be given to him 
for another three years. And thus, when he demonstrates the fruits of a 
worthy repentance, let him in the tenth year be admitted to the prayer of 
the faithful, though not the offering. And when for two years he has stood 
with the faithful for the prayer, then let him be judged worthy of commun- 
ion in the good thing. 

76. The same rule applies also for those who take their daughters-in-law. 

77. Moreover, he who left behind the wife who was lawfully joined to 
him and took another is subject to the judgment of adultery, according 
to the Lord’s saying.*’ The canon has been established by our fathers that 
such people should weep for one year, be hearers for two, prostrate them- 
selves for three, in the seventh year stand with the faithful, and thus be 
deemed worthy of the offering, provided they repent with tears. 

78. The same rule should hold sway also for those who take two sisters 
for marriage, even if they do so at different times. 

79. Those who are madly in love with their mothers-in-law are subject to 
the same canon, as are those infatuated with their own sisters. 

80. Regarding polygamy, the fathers were silent since it is beastly and 
completely alien to the human race. I am inclined to think the sin to be 
something worse than fornication. This is why it is reasonable that such a 
person be liable to the canons, certainly weeping for one year, prostrating 
themselves for three, and then being admissible. 


68 Perhaps the story of Manasseh (2 Chr 33:12—20), as is suggested by the twelfth-century 
Byzantine commentator John Zonaras. 
69 Mt 19:9; Mk 10:11; Lk 16:18. 
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81. Now, since there were many who sinned against faith in God during 
the barbarian invasion — performing Gentile oaths and eating certain illicit 
things that were offered by them in the magical temples of the idols’ —- 
they should be supervised according to the canons put forth already by our 
fathers. Those who suffered terrible violence from tortures, but could not 
bear their trials and were abused so as to deny the faith will be admissible 
after three years: for two they will be hearers and in the third they will 
prostrate themselves and thereby become admissible to communion. But 
as for those who abandoned the faith in God without any great constraint, 
joining in the tables of the demons and swearing Greek oaths, they should 
be expelled for three years, be hearers for two, pray in prostration during 
the third year, and for three more stand with the faithful for the petition, 
and thereby they will be admissible to the communion in the good thing. 

82. Now, concerning perjurers, if they violated their oaths due to force 
and compulsion, they are subject to lighter penalties, such that after six 
years they are admissible. But if they gave up their credibility without any 
compulsion, they should weep for two years, be hearers for two, pray in 
prostration for five and be accepted for two more into the communion of 
prayer though not including the offering. Thereby, when at last they have 
openly demonstrated a worthy repentance, they will be reinstated to the 
communion of the body of Christ. 

83. As for those who practice divination — either following the customs 
of the Gentiles or bringing some of them into their homes to discover 
poisons or perform purifications — they fall under the canon of six years. 
Once they have wept for one year, been hearers for one, been prostrate for 
three years, and stood with the faithful for one, they will then be admitted. 

84. Now, we have written all these things so that the fruits of repent- 
ance might be tested. For we do not judge such things in every case by the 
length of time, but rather we pay attention to the manner of the repentance. 
If they are firmly stuck to their own habits and wish to serve the pleasures 
of the flesh rather than the Lord, and do not accept living in accordance 
with the Gospel, then there can be no common ground between us and 


M71 


them. Indeed, in the midst of an “unruly and contradictory people,””’ we 
have been taught to hear, “Save, save your own soul.” Therefore, let us not 
allow ourselves to perish together with such people, but fearing that heavy 


judgment and keeping the terrible day of the Lord’s retribution before our 


70 Reading Combefis’s conjecture of eidoleiois in place of the manuscripts’ eidolois. 
71 Is 65:2;see Romiro:21. 72 Gn 19:17. 
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eyes, let us not willingly perish together with the sins of others. Perhaps 
the terrors of the Lord have not trained us! Perhaps such massive blows of 
fortune have not made us aware! It is due to our wickedness that the Lord 
has given us up, delivering us to the hands of the barbarians as captive peo- 
ple carried off by their enemies and consigned to dispersion. It is because 
bearers of Christ’s name had the audacity to do these things. If they did not 
know and understand that these [sins] were the reasons why the wrath of 
God came upon us, what common ground can we have with them? But we 
ought to testify against them night and day, in public and in private. And let 
us not allow ourselves to be caught up in their acts of wickedness, praying 
especially to do them good and to grasp them from the snare of the evil 
one. But if we are unable to do this, let our efforts be on the salvation of our 
own souls, at any rate, from the eternal damnation. 


) 


Gregory of Nyssa, Canonical Letter to Letoius 
Translated by Andrew Radde-Gallwitz 


INTRODUCTION 


The younger brother of Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa (ca. 335- 
ca. 394) was one of the most prolific theorists of Christian practice and 
doctrine in late antiquity. He is best known today for philosophical works 
such as the dialogue On the Soul and the Resurrection, mystical treatises such 
as The Life of Moses, and works on Christian doctrine such as To Ablabius, 
the Catechetical Oration, and Against Eunomius. His most-copied work in 
the manuscript tradition, however, is the Canonical Letter to Letoius, which 
has been unjustly neglected in modern study. Like Basil’s canonical letters, 
Gregory’s was written at the request of a friend. At some point after 381, 
Letoius, the bishop of Melitene, seems to have requested general guidance 
from Gregory on the canons, rather than rulings on a list of cases, as we 
see in Basil’s letters to Amphilochius. In this letter, written in haste as an 
Easter gift to Letoius, Gregory provides a systematic rationale for sin and 
its treatment through the same pattern of exclusion from the sacraments 
and gradual reconciliation that we see in Basil’s letters. 

Gregory’s letter provides evidence for the association of the Paschal feast 
not only with the baptism of catechumens but also with penitential discipline 
for those already baptized. While Gregory is deferent to tradition, he also 
laments surprising omissions in the canonical tradition. For instance, he 
maintains that the lack of any canonical regulation for the sin of greed has 
led to abuses of the clerical and episcopal office. These ranks had come 
to be handed out based on social status rather than spiritual devotion, a 
situation Gregory deplores here and in his Letter 17. 

The true originality of the Canonical Letter to Letoius lies in Gregory’s 
correlation of types of sin with the three parts of the soul, echoing Plato’s 
Republic. For Gregory, any instance of sin stems from a disease or passion of 
the soul, and this disease must lie in one of its three powers: reason, spirit, 
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or desire. While each of these powers is intended for a good use, each 
is susceptible to its own characteristic failure or illness. To know which 
power has misfired in a given sin is to know a lot about eradicating that sin. 
Gregory’s motive for developing this etiology of sin is therapeutic, since, 
he reminds Letoius, a regimen of healing based on an incorrect diagnosis 
can do more harm than good. With Gregory’s treatment of the soul here, 
the reader might compare his dialogue On the Soul and the Resurrection and 
his treatise On the Making of Humanity. 

The Greek text translated here can be found in Ekkehard Mihlenberg, 
ed., Gregorii Nysseni Epistula Canonica, Gregorii Nysseni Opera III.V (Opera 
Dogmatica Minora, Pars V) (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2008). As with Basil’s 
canonical letters, the enumeration below indicates the numbers of the canons. 


TRANSLATION 


This also is one of the contributions to the holy feast: that we understand 
the lawful and canonical management of sinners, so that every sickness of 
the soul that results from any sin might be healed. This universal feast of 
creation,’ observed annually throughout the whole world at the ordained 
point in the yearly cycle, is devoted to the resurrection of the fallen one. 
Now, sin is a falling and restoration from the fall of sin is a resurrection. 
So, it is fitting that on this day we bring to God not only those being 
transformed by regeneration through the grace of the washing, but also 
those who through repentance and penance* are again returning to the 
living way “from dead works.” [It is also fitting] that we lead them to the 
saving hope from which they had been exiled through their sin. Now, it is 
no insignificant task to manage our words on these matters with right and 
examined discretion in accordance with the prophet’s proclamation, which 
commands that we must “manage our words with discretion,” so that, as 
the text has it, “he never wavers,” and “the just person is remembered for- 
ever.”+ Now, in the case of bodily treatment, although the goal of medical 
care is single — to make the sick healthy — the form of the care is diverse 
(after all, the method of treatment is applied to each illness in a way that 
corresponds with the various diseases). So too, with such a great diversity 
of passions ailing the soul, the healing care must be multifaceted, doing 


1 That is, the Paschal feast. 2 In Greek, epistrophes. 
3 Heb g:14. 4 Ps r11:5-6. 
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its healing work in a way that is appropriate to the passion. So that there 
might be a technical method for the problem before us, we will divide the 
treatise as follows. 

There are three aspects in our soul, according to the primary division: 
the rational, the desiring, and the spirited.‘ In these are found both the good 
deeds of those who live virtuously and the faults of those who decay into vice. 
So, anyone who would apply the appropriate healing must first examine the 
diseased part of the soul where the passion dwells, and then apply healing 
that matches the passion. Otherwise, due to inexperience with the method 
of healing, the sick part might be different from the part that receives the 
treatment, just as we certainly see many physicians, inexperienced with the 
root cause of the disease, aggravating the diseases by their treatment. For 
instance, often an illness is a matter of excessive heat, but since heating 
and warming are useful for those harmed by excessive cold, [some phy- 
sicians] carelessly apply the very same treatment — reasonably beneficial 
to these latter cases — to people burning up with immoderate heat, and 
thereby make the passion incurable. Therefore, an understanding of [each 
of] the elements’ distinctive feature is regarded as absolutely necessary for 
physicians, so that, given that each element is in either a good or bad condi- 
tion, the one that is in an unnatural state may be the one to be restored. In 
the same way also, by having recourse to this division of the aspects in the 
soul, we will make the examination of these kinds® the starting-point and 
presupposition of the appropriate healing of the passions. 

So, as we said, the soul’s motions are divided into three distinctive 
features, the rational, desiring, and spirited. Accordingly, right action for 
the soul’s reasoning part is a pious notion about the divine and knowledge 
that discriminates good and evil, while holding a clear and unconfused 
opinion about the nature of objects: among things that exist, which should 
be chosen, and which condemned and rejected. Conversely, of course, vice 
is observed in this part whenever there is impiety concerning the divine, 
indecision concerning what is really good, and a backward and errant 


See Plato, Republic 4:435c-441. Introducing his theme in this sentence, Gregory uses not 
“parts,” but the vaguer term “aspects” (ta . . . theoroumena). It is not that he is opposed to 
speaking of parts, however. He in fact goes on to use the term “part” (eros) repeatedly 
throughout the treatise. Yet Gregory’s terminology is fluid: at times he refers to the soul’s 
three motions instead of three parts. He also uses terms such as “state” (katastasis) and 
“disposition” (diathesis) in place of “part.” 

6 In Greek, geniken theorian. This refers to the analysis of the soul into generic kinds or 
parts, which will underlie the following analysis of sin. 
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notion about the nature of things, such that one maintains that light is dark 
and dark light, as the scripture says.’ The virtuous movement of the desir- 
ing part is orientating one’s longing toward what is really worthy of desire 
and truly good, and, since there is in us an erotic power and disposition, 
making this power entirely occupied in the belief that nothing is worthy of 
desire in its own nature except for virtue and the nature from which virtue 
flows.* For such a part [of the soul], deviance and sin occur when one trans- 
fers desire to insubstantial vainglory or to bodies’ skin-deep bloom. From 
these come love of money, love of glory, love of pleasure, and everything 
like this, everything that belongs in this kind of vice. Right action for the 
spirited state, in turn, is hatred of evil, war against the passions, and steel- 
ing the soul into courage by not recoiling from what the masses consider 
to be fearful. Instead, it is resisting sin to the point of blood; despising the 
threat of death, of painful punishments, and of separation from delights; 
and becoming stronger than all the things that keep the masses bound to 
pleasure through habits and preconceived notions, while fighting on behalf 
of faith and virtue. The faults of such a part are obvious to all: envy, hatred, 
wrath, insults, fights, competitive and vengeful attitudes, which cause one to 
dwell on injuries for too long and which incite? many to murder and blood- 
shed. Truly, when untrained calculation does not discover how to use this 
weapon” profitably, it turns the sword’s blade on itself, and the defensive 
weapon given to us by God becomes deadly for the one who uses it badly. 
1.And so, with these distinctions arranged in accordance with the afore- 
mentioned plan, all the sins that belong to the rational part of the soul were 
judged by the fathers as more serious and deserving of a greater, longer- 
lasting, and more laborious penance. For instance, if someone has denied 
the faith in Christ, and it is clear that he has changed sides to Judaism, or 
idolatry, or Manichaeism, or any similar type of atheism, having volun- 
tarily rushed to such an evil but later accused himself, the length of his 
repentance is the whole of his life. He will never be worthy of worshiping 
God with the people during the celebration of the mystical prayer, but will 
pray all alone, since he is entirely a foreigner to the communion in the 
sacraments. But at the hour of his departure he will be judged worthy of 
a share of the sacraments. And if, contrary to expectation, it happens that 
he lives, he will pass his life once more in the same judgment [as before], 


7 Is5:20. 8 That is, the divine nature. 
9 Reading katathégousai for katalegousai. 
10 That is, the spirited part (to thymoeides) and its characteristic attitude of anger (thymos). 
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having no share of the mystical sacraments until death. But as for those 
who [denied the faith] while suffering tortures and horrible torments, they 
were punished for a set time-period, and thus the fathers showed them 
leniency, since it was not the soul that led to sin, but the body’s weakness, 
unable to bear its anguishes. So, with respect to penance, transgression 
committed under coercion and duress receives the same measure as those 
who have sinned through fornication. 

2. As for those who resort to sorcerers, seers, or those who claim the 
ability to enact various purifications and apotropaic spells with the help 
of demons: these people must be interrogated scrupulously and examined 
as to whether they were engaged in that sin under some kind of coercion 
while continuing in the faith in Christ, or whether it was some affliction or 
an unbearable loss that produced this impulse in them, or an utter disdain 
for the mystery confessed by us that led them to join the demons’ alliance. 
Now, if they did this in order to reject the faith and not believe that the one 
worshiped by Christians is God, clearly they shall be subject to the pen- 
alty for the lapsed."' But if an insufferable force overwhelmed their faint- 
heartedness and brought them, misled by an errant hope, to this, then leniency 
will be similarly extended to them in the same way as for those who, at the 
moment of their confession, were unable to stand firm in the face of torture. 

3. The division of sins that occur because of desire and pleasure is as 
follows. One is called adultery, another fornication. Now, it pleases some 
of the more rigorous to consider the sin of fornication to be adultery, since 
there is one lawful union between wife and husband, and husband and wife. 
So, everything that is not lawful is surely illicit and he who has what is not 
his own clearly has what belongs to another. Now, to man" has been given 
one “helpmate” by God and to woman one “head” has been affixed." If 
someone “has mastery of his own vessel,”'s as the divine apostle names 
it, then the law of nature allows a just use of it. But if someone were to 
turn away from what is his own, he would surely come to what belongs to 
another. For each person, everything that is not his own belongs to another, 
even if there is no agreed-upon owner. Therefore, those who approve the 
more rigorous line of thinking have shown that fornication is not too far 
from the sin of adultery, as the divine scripture also says, “Do not spend 
much time with another’s wife.” Nevertheless, since our fathers granted a 


11 In Greek, parabanton. See Canon 11 of the Council of Nicaea. 
12 In Greek, anthropéi. 13 Gn 2:20. 14 1 Cor 11:3. 15 1 Thes 4:4. 
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certain accommodation to those who are weaker, the sin is distinguished 
with the following division into kinds: fulfillment of one person’s desire 
without injury to another person is called “fornication,” while scheming 
and injury against what belongs to another is called “adultery.” Bestiality 
and pederasty are also reckoned to fall in the latter category, since they 
constitute adultery against nature. For the injury is against nature and 
directed toward what belongs to another. Accordingly, the universal treat- 
ment for this division and for the sin of this kind is for the person through 
penitence to become clean of the impassioned frenzy for such pleasures. 
But in the case of those stained by fornication, there is no injury mixed in 
with this sin. Therefore the time period of the penance is set at double for 
those defiled by adultery and by the other forbidden vices, bestiality and 
frenzy for men. For, as I have said, the sin is double in such instances: one 
consists in the illicit pleasure, the other in the injury committed against 
what belongs to another. Even in the case of those who sin for pleasure, 
there is a certain distinction in the reckoning of repentance and it is as 
follows. Regarding someone who of his own accord has hurried to con- 
fess the sin, by the very fact that he has allowed himself through his own 
impulse to become the accuser of his hidden deeds, and thus has already 
begun the treatment of the passion and has shown a sign of change for 
the better, he will be subject to more lenient penalties. But as for someone 
caught in the vicious act and exposed involuntarily either through vague 
suspicion or accusations, he will be subject to the assigned penance so that, 
when he has been cleansed through the severity, he will then be admit- 
ted to the communion of the sacraments. And so the canon is this: those 
stained by fornication are entirely cast out from the prayer for three years, 
then for three years they may participate as hearers only, then for another 
three years they will pray with those who prostrate themselves in penance, 
and then they will partake of the sacraments. For those who handle their 
penance more earnestly and who in their lifestyle demonstrate a return to 
the good, it is possible for the administrator to cut short the time spent 
as hearers in the interest of ecclesiastical order and to bring them more 
quickly into the period of penance,’ and once again to cut this time short 


16 “Penance” (epistrophe) typically names the entire period of ecclesiastical discipline. 
Here Gregory uses it specifically for the period one spends in prostration; the term 
“repentance” (metanoia) functions similarly in Basil, Canon 22. Although penance is a 
general category including weeping, hearing, and standing, Gregory closely associates 
prostration and penance, twice referring to the time penitents spend “with those who 
prostrate themselves in penance.” 
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and grant communion more quickly, so that he in his own examination 
might approve the patient’s restoration. For just as it is forbidden to cast 
pearls to swine,’ so too is it absurd for a person already purified and free 
from passion to be deprived of the pearl of great price.*® The transgression 
of adultery, which conforms to the other forms of impurity, as has been said 
above, will be completely treated with the same punishment as the pollu- 
tion of fornication is subject to, but the time period alone is doubled. But 
in this case also, the disposition of the patient shall be closely monitored, as 
it is for those joined in the stain of fornication, so that their participation in 
the good thing’? might occur more quickly or more slowly. 

4. In addition to these two kinds, it remains to propose for examination 
the spirited part of the soul, whenever it falls into sin by straying from 
the good use of anger. Although there are many sins committed in anger, 
and all of them wicked, our fathers, it seems, thought it best neither to be 
very precise in the other cases [besides murder], nor to regard treating all 
the sins that arise out of anger as worthy of much attention, even though 
scripture forbids not only a mere punch, but also every insult, slander, and 
any other act of anger like these! Instead, it was only against the crime of 
murder that the fathers constructed a bulwark through penalties. Now, this 
kind of vice is divided by the distinction between voluntary and involuntary. 
Of these two, a murder is voluntary, first of all, when someone is so brazen 
as to prepare and plot for this very deed, namely, how he might commit the 
crime. Secondly, that murder is considered among the voluntary ones when 
someone, giving and receiving blows in a struggle and a fight, lands a blow 
of [his] hands on a vital part of the body. Surely, once he was mastered by 
anger and indulged the impulse of rage, for the duration of his passion, he 
would not allow into his mind any thought that could prevent this wicked 
deed. Consequently, the accomplishment of the murder in the struggle 
implies a work of choice and not an accident. Involuntary ones have obvi- 
ous markers: [they occur] whenever someone accidentally commits a fatal 
act when his intention is something else. In these cases, therefore, for those 
treating a voluntary crime through penance, the time period for murder 
is extended threefold. In fact, there are three nine-year periods, with a set 
of years defined for each stage, so that in the entire reckoning, a nine-year 
period will pass with him excluded from the church. But he will remain 


17 See Mt 7:6. 18 See Mt 13:46. 
19 In Greek, tén tou agathou metousian, referring to reception of the Eucharist, as it does in 
Basil’s canonical letters. 
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for the same number of years merely among the hearers of the teachers 
and the scriptures, and then will be deemed worthy of standing with the 
people. But in the third set of years, he will pray with those who prostrate 
themselves in penance and thus come to partake of the sacrament. Clearly, 
even for such a person, the church administrator will perform the same 
close observation and the length of the punishment will be cut short by 
him in proportion to the penance, such that instead of nine years in each 
stage, there may be eight, seven, six, or even a mere five, provided that the 
magnitude of the penance outdoes the time period and in his zeal for pen- 
ance he surpasses those who are more flippant about cleansing themselves 
of the stain over such a long period of time. 

Involuntary [murder] is forgivable, though it is not deemed praisewor- 
thy. I say this to make it clear that even if someone involuntarily becomes 
defiled by murder, the canon declares him cast out from the priestly grace, 
since the crime has already made him impure. It is considered appropriate 
that the time period of purification for those who have committed murder 
involuntarily is the same as that for simple fornication. Clearly, in this case 
also the intention of the repentant one is examined, so that if his penance 
is credible, the number of years is not completely kept, but in a shortened 
period he is brought to restoration with the church and to participation in 
the good thing. 

5. If someone who has not fulfilled the time period decreed by the can- 
ons departs from life, the fathers’ leniency commands that he partake of 
the sacraments so that he is not sent out upon that final and long journey 
devoid of provisions. But if, after partaking of the sacrament, he once again 
returns to life, he must remain for the assigned length of time in that stage 
where he was before communion was given to him under constraint. 

6. As for the other kind of idolatry — after all, this is the name the divine 
apostle gives to greed’ — I do not understand how it was overlooked and 
left untreated by our fathers. Yet, this kind of vice seems to belong to the 
third state in the soul. In fact, when reasoning errs in its judgment of the 
good, it imagines that the good lies in matter and does not look upwards 
to the immaterial beauty. And desire flows downwards and away from what 
is truly desirable. Now, the contentious and spirited disposition receives 
many impulses from this sort of error.*' And, speaking generally, such a 


20 Eph 5:5. 
21 That is, while greed belongs properly to the spirited part of the soul, it relies on errant 
judgment from the rational part and misdirected desire from the desiring part. 
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disease conforms to the apostolic definition of greed. For the divine apos- 
tle not only labeled it as idolatry, but also as the “root of all evils.”*? And 
yet this form of disease was neglected and left uninvestigated and uncared 
for. This is indeed why such an illness is growing in the churches and no 
one scrutinizes those who are brought to become clergy to prevent them 
from being defiled with this form of idolatry. But regarding these matters, 
because our fathers let them slip, we believe it sufficient to treat them with 
the public proclamation of the teaching, such as it is, through the word 
that purges the illnesses of greed as if they were certain congestive dis- 
eases. Now only theft, grave robbing, and temple robbery do we consider 
passions, because this is how the tradition on this topic has come down to 
us from the succession of the fathers.*} However, from the divine scripture, 
usury and charging interest count as forbidden acts, as does using one’s 
power to transfer another’s goods to one’s own possession, even if, as the 
case may be, such an act is done under the pretext of business. So, even 
though what we say is not to be credited with the authority of the canons, 
we will add to what has already been said the canonical judgment in the 
case of things forbidden by common consent. 

Theft is divided into robbery and grave robbing. Although there is a sin- 
gle aim for both, namely, taking away what belongs to another, there is a 
great difference between them according to their intention. For one robber 
may even embrace murder as an ally for his endeavor, preparing weapons, 
accomplices, and suitable places for this very act. Accordingly, such a person 
is subjected to the penalty for manslaughter if he through penitence brings 
himself back to the church of God. But another robber may take what 
belongs to someone else through an act of theft that escapes notice, but later 
through confession reveals his sin to the priest. He shall treat his illness by 
striving for the passion’s opposite, I mean, through providing his property 
to the poor, so that by giving away what he owns it will become clear that he 
is purged of the disease of greed. But if he has nothing but his body alone, 
the apostle commands that such a passion be cured through bodily labor. 
The text goes like this: “Let the thief thieve no longer, but rather labor at 
doing what is good, so that he can give a share to those in need.”* 

7. As for grave robbing, it too is divided into what is pardonable and 
unpardonable. Say someone respects the holy law and leaves the covered 


22 1 Tm 6:10. 
23 See Basil, Canon 61 and 66 (pp. 163 and 164, above). 
24 Eph 4:28. 
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body unviolated, lest he expose nature’s obscenity to the sun, but uses some 
stones placed on the tomb’s facade to furnish another building.*s While 
this deed is not praiseworthy, nonetheless custom has made it pardonable 
in cases where the material changes to something more honorable and of 
greater common benefit. But as for sifting through the dust from the flesh 
that has become earth and disturbing the bones in hope of pilfering some 
ornament from what is buried with them, this is condemned with the same 
penalty as applies to simple fornication, as we distinguished in our earlier 
account. However, clearly the administrator will base his oversight of a 
patient’s treatment on his way of life, so that he may cut short the fixed time 
of the penalty as decreed by the canons. 

8. In the ancient scripture, temple robbery was regarded as no less wor- 
thy of condemnation than murder, since they subjected the one convicted 
of murder and the one who carried off things consecrated to God to the 
punishment of stoning.*® By contrast, I do not understand how a certain 
condescension and indulgence crept into the church’s custom to the extent 
that the purification of such a disease is lighter. Indeed, the tradition of 
the fathers has ordained that the penalty for such things should be shorter 
than the penalty for adultery. Still, in any kind of sin and before anything 
else one must observe this: the condition of the one being treated. One 
must not think that the length of time alone is satisfactory for treatment 
(for when is healing merely a matter of a length of time?), but rather the 
devotion of the one curing himself through penance. 

O man of God, having composed these things for you quite hastily and 
quickly, we are sending them off hastily because one must obey the com- 
mands of brothers. For your part, do not neglect to offer the customary 
prayers to God on our behalf. For as a grateful son, you owe to the one who 
begot you in God to care for your elder through your prayers in accord- 
ance with the law bidding us to honor our parents “so that it will go well 
for you and you will live for many years on the earth.””7 It is clear, then, that 
you will receive the letter as a priestly token and not disrespect the friendly 
gift, inferior though it is to your high birth. 


25 For the “shame of nature” see Gregory’s reading of Lv 18:7 and the Ham story of Gn 
9:20-27 as a prohibition of uncovering corpses, particularly the bodies of one’s parents, 
in his Life of Macrina (V. Woods Callahan, ed., Gregorii Nysseni Opera Ascetica, Gregorii 
Nysseni Opera VIILI (Leiden: Brill, 1952], 409). 

26 See Jo 7:1-46. 27 Ex 20:12. 
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Shenoute of Atripe, Abraham, Our Father 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


Shenoute of Atripe (385-465) was the leader of the White Monastery 
in Egypt for most of his adult life. His surviving works reveal the mul- 
tiple roles he adopted during his career: texts like Abraham, Our Father 
show us a glimpse of his relationship with the monks under his care, while 
pieces like As I Sat on a Mountain demonstrate the kind of relationship 
Shenoute had with the wider community near his monastery. In this let- 
ter Shenoute of Atripe instructs the female monks associated with the 
Upper Egyptian monastery whose leadership he assumed in the late fourth 
century. Shenoute offers his advice by drawing a series of parallels between 
the experiences of the community’s historical ancestors (which include 
Abraham and other Old Testament characters) and the experiences of 
those to whom he is writing. His primary rhetorical method is compara- 
tive: as God has been wrathful or merciful in turn with the sinners and the 
righteous of the past, so too will God be wrathful or merciful with monks 
who act sinfully or righteously. The occasion for this historical exhortation 
is only revealed at the end of the document, where Shenoute offers specific 
details about a monk’s refusal to take a position to which she had been 
assigned, along with his feelings about that refusal. 

The letter continued to have an impact far beyond its occasion of com- 
position. Because it was included among the Canons compiled for use at 
Shenoute’s monastery, it was read aloud to the community multiple times 
per year. Thus, monks who did not experience the original events of the 
letter would still have learned its lesson of dedication to others and submis- 
sion to the supreme authority of the monastery that Shenoute conveyed in 
his reading of Old Testament characters. 

This translation follows the Coptic closely, though at times I have made 
two kinds of adjustments for clarity: breaking long chains of comparisons 
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into multiple sentences and introducing nominal subjects where Shenoute 
had chosen pronouns (the referents for which are sufficiently clear in Coptic, 
but can be ambiguous or unnecessarily vague in English). This translation 
is based on the edition of Johannes Leipoldt, Sinuthii Archimandritae Vita et 
Opera Omnia, vol. 4, CSCO 73 (Paris: Imprimerie nationale, 1908), 26-37, 
for the first part of the text, and Dwight W. Young, “Five Leaves from a Copy 
of Shenute’s Third Canon,” Muséon 113 (2000): 263-294, for the second. 


TRANSLATION 
A letter of Shenoute: 


Abraham our father wished to have children with Sarah, and Sarah wished 
to have children with Abraham. Here is the way that the Lord God gave a 
child to Abraham in his old age: he produced Isaac with Sarah in her old 
age. Isaac was as beloved to them as ten thousand children, even though 
he was only one, because he was righteous, obeying the father from whose 
loins he came, and also giving ease to the mother who bore him. And in this 
way he gained the inheritance of his fathers, according to that which was 
said to Abraham by God: “This one, Ishmael, will not be your heir. Still, ‘I 
will also bless him for your sake, prospering him greatly and making him a 
great and numerous nation.’ And the one who comes from your loins, Isaac, 


7 


it is he who will be your heir.” Because of this, in fact, the mother of the 
child who had grown in her spoke boldly in the knowledge of God, saying, 
“Cast out this slave and her child, for the child of this slave shall not be an 
heir along with my child Isaac.” 

Isaac prayed to the Lord, wishing to have children with Rebecca, and 
Rebecca wished to have children with Isaac. Here is the way the Lord God 
benefited them, fulfilling all their requests: they produced Esau and Jacob. 
Then Isaac blessed Jacob in God according to the plan of Rebecca, Jacob’s 
mother, with Esau becoming a servant to Jacob, according to the scriptures: 
“The greater will serve the lesser,” and also, “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated.”3 

Jacob wished to have children with Rachel, just like those he had had 
with Leah and those he had had with Zilpah and Bilhah. Rachel also wished 
to have children with Jacob. She grieved, blaming Jacob, saying in her igno- 
rance and overwhelming grief, “Give me children, or else I will die!” Jacob, 


1 Here, Shenoute offers an extended speech by God that incorporates Gn 17:20-21. 
2 Gna2t:io, 3 Rom g:1-18. 
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himself discouraged, spoke to her saying, “Surely J am not the Lord? He 
is the one who has robbed you of your fruit.” Jacob said this in anger, for 
he too wished to have children with Rachel. Thus, God saw their grief and 
he gave children to Jacob through Rachel — Joseph and Benjamin. Jacob 
blessed both his children in the Lord God, who had blessed Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, and the children of Jacob. 


[Here is a lacuna of several paragraphs, in which Shenoute likely contin- 
ued to offer examples of biblical parents.] 


Because of this, we are ignorant and blind whenever some among us 
obstinately and disobediently refuse to care for those things that they are 
able to care for, whether persons that have been entrusted to them, or 
duties, or any other good deed which we among ourselves will be able 
in God to do for the redemption of our souls.‘ It is also a great foolish- 
ness, a wicked hardness of the heart, whenever some among you choose 
for yourselves to be barren women in God and renounce in obstinacy and 
ignorance the things they are capable of caring for, whether persons, or 
duties, or any other good deed, which you would do among yourselves in 
the fear of the Lord.s 

If a woman who has a husband ever desires to have sons and daughters — 
if Sarah and Rebecca and Rachel and Hannah and the mother of the 
prophet Samson and Elizabeth the mother of John, who was filled with the 
Holy Spirit even while he was inside his mother — if these and other ancient 
holy women called out to the Lord, praying and demanding that they not 
be barren women, then how greatly will they be disgraced whenever some 
among you renounce the people that have been entrusted to them in God, 
since they are choosing for themselves to be barren women and widows?° 


4 The word here and afterward translated as “refuse” is atheti, transliterated from Greek. 

It is one of two terms that Shenoute uses to describe the neglect of the members he is 
upbraiding, the other being apotasse, also transliterated from Greek, which I translate as 
“renounce.” Shenoute uses these terms transitively and intransitively: though “renounce” 
is not normally intransitive in English, I use it so here in order to indicate to the reader 
Shenoute’s choices in vocabulary. 

5 In this paragraph Shenoute distinguishes between the behavior of the male monastic 
community under his charge (“among ourselves”) and the female monastic community 
under his charge (“among yourselves”); he distinguishes further between the women he is 
addressing (“you”) and some among their community who have decided to renounce their 
duties (“some among you” or “they”). Here, he subtly puts responsibility for the actions of 
the smaller group of women on the entire community. 

6 This summary list of biblical mothers is the evidence that suggests the lacuna above 
includes a continuing litany of biblical parents. 
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For many are the ancestors whom God has despised, even until now, 
whether male or female, because they did not wish to labor as others do, 
namely to have sons and daughters in God.’ Instead, on account of sloth 
and of arrogance, many men renounced, not laboring with others in God 
in the way that some were laboring with others. And many women in par- 
ticular renounced, not laboring with others in God like some who were in 
fact laboring with others. And on account of their arrogance and their love 
of sloth, they desired to become barren women. So as a result, the Lord 
shut the opening of the womb of their souls, just like barren women: he 
caused the counsels of instruction to dry up among us, just like breasts 
that have run dry, so that they not continue to teach others in God from 
here on.* 

But many, also, are the parents whom the Lord has blessed, from the first 
until now, whether male or female, because they greatly desired to labor 
with others in God, just like the ancient ancestors and the prophets and 
the apostles. These were the ones who became parents of multitudes in 
God, like Deborah, who was a judge and mother in Israel; like Huldah the 
prophet, the one whom Josiah the just king spoke to in order to seek the 
Lord through her; and like Anna, the daughter of Phanuel. 

This is not the moment for parents of sons and daughters in God to 
say ignorantly, “The Lord will give eunuchs and virgins a choice place and 
fame better than sons and daughters,” because this would enable some 
among us and among you to choose for themselves to renounce those who 
have been entrusted to them, so as not to care for them, saying, “We will 
be pleasing to God,” and, “Our concern is not with these people and 
these others.” In their hardness of heart, they bring up the word of the 
prophet, interpreting it according to the wish of their hearts and their own 
ease, saying, “The Lord will give eunuchs and virgins ‘a kingdom of the 
heavens’.”"° Thus they renounce caring for others, saying, “We are all 
living according the word of the prophet,” by which they must mean the 


7 The word here and afterward translated as “labor” also carries the connotation of “suffer” 
or “endure.” Shenoute activates all these meanings as he berates the female monks for 
refusing the care of other people, along with other religious duties. 

8 There are three groups of people Shenoute is discussing: first, people who receive the 
care of others (becoming like spiritual children); second, people who accept their duty to 
care for others (becoming like spiritual parents); and third, the people he is rebuking here: 
those who renounce the duty they have to care for others, refusing to become “parents,” 
an act that is particularly outrageous because these people renounce while some monks 
continue to uphold that duty. 

g Is 56:5. 10 Mt 19:12. 
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phrases “they did not know him,” and, “they never learned through him, my 
apostle.”'' Paul says: “Let no one seek his own profit, but that of another,” 
just as Jesus himself did not seek his own profit, but that of the many, in 
order that they be saved.'? They also mistake even the prophet Isaiah 
himself, whose word these ignorant people interpret according their own 
wishes, saying, “The Lord will give eunuchs a choice place and fame better 
than sons and daughters” — not only did the Lord labor greatly for the sake 
of God’s name, but he also died on behalf of the great multitudes and for 
all of us. 

A father and a mother who have sons and daughters and grandchildren 
and a great number of possessions, and who are at the same time con- 
strained by the matters of life, and therefore are not ever able to provide for 
the sons and daughters and all the other things of this age, they can instead 
look after sons and daughters in God, with all other righteous deeds. Since 
people like that cannot serve those who are their own according to the 
flesh, so they act as servants to others in God. 

Indeed, some people do not have sons and daughters according to the 
flesh, or in fact have them and have renounced them along with numerous 
possessions since they wished to journey according to the worth of the 
invitation of the one who invited them to this life. These are the ones who 
are eunuchs and the virgins, namely you, the sisters’? — you, along with 
everyone who practices continence in every place upon the entire earth, 
whether those who are not acquainted with the honored marriage and the 
pure bed, or those who have taken wives and those who have taken hus- 
bands, when they became willing through God by the counsel of him who 
said, “The one who is able to receive, let him receive.” They renounced 
honorable marriage and the pure bed, and they renounced their sons and 
daughters, their siblings and parents, and everything belonging to them, 
bearing in mind the word of the Lord: “The one who comes to me hating 
his father and his mother and his children and his brothers and sisters, yes, 
even his own soul — these, in this way, are those who are able to become dis- 
ciples of the Lord,” according to the scriptures, but these are the eunuchs 
who do not have children according to the flesh." 


11 Ina moment of sarcasm about the renouncers’ citations of scripture, Shenoute suggests 
they were mistaken and meant to cite Jgs 2:10 about themselves instead; the second 
citation is unidentified. 

12 1 Cor 10:24. 

13 Literally, “brothers,” but in context, likely a plural for “sister.” 

14 Lk 14:26. 
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‘Then they become parents of many children of God, since even if they 
did not have children, or had them but renounced all of them along with all 
their things, they still “took up their crosses and followed the Lord.”"s Our 
holy ancestors, the prophets and the apostles, were like this. Truly, these 
were the ones who were “eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom” of God." 
This is how they became “fathers of many nations,” according to the word of 
the Lord: “Everyone who abandons his house or brother or sister or father 
or mother or wife or son or daughter or country for the sake of my name 
will receive them again many times over, and he will inherit eternal life.””” 

For this reason, sisters, let each of us avoid burdening his neighbor by 
means of our intention of remaining separate — it exists among us, and by 
it we are divided in our hearts from one another. We constrain ourselves in 
our “wise” meditations, which are ours alone, thinking we should not have 
concern for one another. But as fellow workers in God, let each of us care for 
his neighbor, whether great or small, and let us love one another peacefully, 
without sin or guile, just like God and his angels who dwell in the heavens. 

Which wise children will not desire to do that which their just father does 
for them? Who are the learned brothers who will not follow the example of 
their faithful brothers who are greater than they? Which is to say: Which 
wise people do not desire to do the things their Father in heaven — God 
and our Lord Jesus — did for them? Or do not desire to follow the example 
of the angels of the Lord and the example of the prophets and the example 
of Paul and all the apostles? These are the very ones who said: “Follow our 
example, our ordinance, our faith, our patience, our love, our endurance, 
our persecutions, our labors.” Then also: “We give ourselves to you as an 
example.”'* And also: “Take, my brothers, the example of the labor and the 
patience of the prophets.”"? And again: “Make yourself an example in every 
action.”*° And also: “Old men, set a holy example in this way, too.” Indeed, 
let the scriptures inform us about even our Lord Jesus: “He is the one who 
gave you an example in order that you would follow in his ways.””' 

What is the work of God and our Lord Jesus except the work of his 
hands? His hands are the things that formed us. They created us. Because 
of this, according to the scriptures, God and our Lord Jesus saved every 
person even until now, according to the saying of the apostle: “The one who 
has done this for us, namely, God.” What is the example of the angels in 


15 Lk 14:27. 16 Mtig:12. 17 Mt1g:29. 18 2 Thes 3:9. 
19 Jas 5:10. 20 Ti2:7, 21 1Jn2:6. 
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heaven, if not that they daily fulfill their task of glorifying God? They are 
blessing and giving glory to God and our Lord Jesus, and they complete 
services for those who are on the earth so that they inherit salvation. What 
is the example of the prophets and the apostles, if not that they choose for 
themselves to labor with others even until death? Their example is also the 
fact that in all these things they give thanks to the Lord, blessing those who 
curse them, praying for those who persecute them. They pray to God that 
he repay the ones who kill them and scourge them, the ones who dragged 
them and cast them outside the city, the ones who did all these things in the 
synagogues and the councils and who received the hegemons and rulers 
and great labors — that he repay them even unto death. 

Let us remember the labors of all these holy ones and let us pay attention 
to the way our Lord Jesus thought so little of shame. He endured crucifixion 
for all our salvation, because it is he who is our savior, he who is our Lord 
and our father. Let us also be aware that the good and compassionate God 
takes mercy on all of us from the origin of the earth to the end of the world, 
from the beginning when he created humanity upon the earth until this day. 
Also, he will support us until the consummation of the age in the abundance 
of his mercy, since we are his servants and he is our ruler and our king. 

Because of this, let us not renounce the care of others, in order that God 
not be angry with us. Let us not delay to care for one another, just like the 
Lord and his Christ and his holy angels who care for us from the beginning 
of creation until this day and even unto eternity. Instead, let us be servants of 
one another like Christ, the one who took on the form of a servant for our 
sake, and like Paul, the servant of Christ, and like all the apostles and all 
the prophets — those who became servants of the Lord and his Christ Jesus, 
according to the scriptures: “I have sent you my servants the prophets from 
the very first day.”*? And, “I have sent them to you and you did not listen.”* 

How else did the prophets and the apostles act as servants to the Lord 
and his Christ, except that they chose to labor with others and die in the 
name of Jesus? This is when the Lord Jesus first knew that our ancestors, 
the apostles, would do everything he commanded them when he was about 
to leave to go to heaven, according to the scriptures. Additionally, he knew 
by the way that they completed those things that the Lord of glory, Jesus, 
commanded them before when he was with them. Because of this he said 
to them, “I will not call you ‘my servants’ any longer,” because the servant 


22 Jer 7:25. 23 Jer 7:26. 
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does not know his master’s business, but “I will call you ‘my brothers’ 
and ‘my friends,’ because I have informed you about all the things I have 
heard from my father.”*+ As for you, he said, “You did not choose me, but 
I am the one who chose you.”*s And, “I am sending you forth like sheep 


9926 


in the midst of wolves.”* “Do not fear those who will kill your bodies.” 
“If they have persecuted me, they will persecute you. If they have kept 


* If they have called the master of the 


> 


my word, they will also keep you. 
house “Beelzebub,” then perhaps they will abuse his steward all the more, 
mockingly and insultingly. 

See now, sisters, how greatly we are disgraced because our ancestors the 
prophets and the apostles completed great labors in a remarkable spirit of 
servitude, in the midst of those who were good and those who were evil, 
in the midst of those who hated them and those who loved them. For our 
part, are we not ashamed when we say, “We will not care for our brothers,” 
revealing ourselves to be unworthy of the grace of the Lord by those things 
we do not deserve — the very Lord who made us worthy of honoring him? 

Because of this, let no one among us or among you pour out the grace 
of the Lord by running away from those others with whose care they have 
been entrusted in God. Just as others, too, have taken care of them since the 
beginning, and now also there are others taking care of them in everything, 
whether the teaching of the scripture or food and clothing — even in their 
illness, and everything by which they act as servants to them all, namely, 
those who care for them.’? Therefore, let us not blaspheme, saying that 
“the ones who rule over us, it is they who are masters over us and we are 
beneath them as these servants.” The ones who rule us are not above us 
but rather we are in fact above them, and they are under us and are our 
servants, since they care for us in everything in God. 

How could the prophets, the apostles, and all the saints, from the begin- 
ning until now, desire to become servants of others, expecting to receive 
life for themselves, except that they saw that the Lord of glory, Jesus, had 
assumed a form of a servant on our behalf? Not to mention God who, 
from the first, acted as a servant being both Lord and King? In this way, 
he created his angels and the spirit, according to what is written; in this 


24 Jn 15:15. 25 Jn 15:16. 26 Mt 10:16. 

27 Mt 10:28. 28 Jn 15:20. 

29 Here again Shenoute makes a distinction between “those among you” or “you,” meaning 
the whole of the women’s community, and “the others” or just “them,” meaning those in 
the women’s community who have refused the duties asked of them. 
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way, he created the entirety, causing it all to exist from non-existence — the 
heavens and the earth and everything in them, according to the scriptures: 
“You established the foundation of the earth; the heavens are the works 
of your hands.”° And also, as he spoke to bring everything into existence, 
all existed by his command: the days, the sheep, the other farm animals 
in the field, all the birds in the heaven, the things in the waters, the trees 
that bear fruit and all the sprouting things upon the earth, according to 
the scriptures. And also, just as God took a bit of earth from the earth, the 
firstborn of all creation, Jesus, the one who exists before them all, “Thus let 
us create a person according to our image and according to our likeness.” 
And when the person had been created according to their image and their 
likeness, according to the scriptures, God blew into him a breath of life. 
The man came into being, a living soul. “Male and female, God created 
them,” according to what was written.’ And just as God planted paradise 
in Eden, he placed the human being, whom he had created . . . 


[Here is another lacuna of several pages.] 


. [among us] and among you, so that we may truly be children of 
Abraham, as well as the children of all our ancestors. They are the ones the 
Lord blessed, since they loved not only their sons and daughters accord- 
ing to the flesh, along with all those reckoned to them, but also every- 
one who had faith in God and kept his commandments. In this way, their 
seed claimed as an inheritance every person who would be faithful and 
righteous, from the beginning until this day and on to forever. When our 
ancestors had disobedient, sinning children, they did not renounce their 
righteous children, causing them to flee on account of the abundant idi- 
ocies of the evil children. Instead, they disinherited the sinning children. 
They remained with their righteous children all the days of their lives. 
Thus, just as many sinning children caused grief to our ancestors, so too 
did many righteous children make them glad. God became angry many 
times, such that he obliterated many nations of old because of the number 
of sinning children among them; in the same way, God diverted his wrath 
many times from many nations of old because of the righteous children 
living among them. And, just as many multitudes of people died in their 
wickedness and in every lawlessness because of the many false prophets 
who lived among many of the nations of old — prophets who were justifying 


30 Hebt:1o. = 31 Gn 1:26-27. 
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them, deceiving them, drawing the wrath of God down upon them - so 
too, many multitudes lived in all righteousness because of the prophets 
of the Lord God who lived among many nations of old — prophets who were 
speaking the truth, castigating sinners while blessing those who did good. 

And just as some of those among the nations of old were the very ones 
who deceived them — namely, false prophets and deceptive priests — so 
too, some among the nations of old were the prophets of the Lord God — 
namely, Moses, Joshua the prophet, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and all the 
prophets who castigated any person who sinned or would sin before the 
Lord, while also encouraging any person who performed or would perform 
any kind of righteousness. All the prophets of the Lord God and the apos- 
tles of our Lord Jesus belong to the seed of our father Abraham. These 
prophets did not spare those among Abraham’s issue when they sinned 
against the God who created them, but rather brought great curses down 
upon their brothers, according to all that was written in the law of Moses. 
They also blessed all who had glorified the Lord God in their righteous 
deeds. What is more, they greatly cursed every false prophet, all the decep- 
tive priests, every antichrist, all the false scribes, and everyone who did not 
believe in our Lord Jesus from the beginning until now. Indeed, all the 
prophets, all the apostles, all our ancestors, and all the righteous people 
from the beginning until this day — they are all persons who acted in truth, 
and they spoke the truth, because the truth lived in them. Thus, in God, 
they were upright in all their deeds. 

O sisters, let us for our part act in truth and speak in truth in order that 
we be upright in all our deeds and that we be reckoned with the prophets, 
apostles, and all the saints — that we might be worthy of God, since God 


30 


is truth as is our Lord Jesus, who said, “I am the truth.”>? Therefore, let us 
not tell lies about the evil things we do in the dark, lest we be reckoned to 
Satan, he in whom no truth exists. He is a liar and has not ever abided the 
truth. For this reason he is cursed, sowing lies as he does with every sin 
among those who are his. As it is written, “Whenever the liar speaks, he 
speaks according to what is his.”33 You should grasp, then, that every person 
who performs sin and tells lies, it is to Satan he or she belongs. 

So, let us not become betrayers and thieves, lest we be like Judas, the one 
of whom it was said in the Holy Spirit, “May the curse enter his belly like 
water and his bones like oil.”3+ For this reason, let us not be connivers before 


32 Jn 14:6. 33 Jn 8:44. 34 Nm 5:22; Ps 109:18. 
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the Lord, in any kind of evil thing: whether defilement and pollution, or in 
thievery and lying, or in hatred and boasting, or hypocrisy and vainglory. 
Who are the boasters if not those who neigh and toss their heads, necks 
lifted and eyes darting, against those who steer them and care for them and 
teach them to live properly within all the ordinances of God? Which are 
the hypocrites if not the people to whom other people are entrusted, who 
then hide those who perform deviancy in every sort of wickedness? 
Therefore, let us not deceive with falsehood, concealing our sins, because 
this is the destruction of every congregation that has sinned against God, 
from the beginning until this day. Instead, let us wisely teach one another 
not to sin before the Lord. Even when we stumble, performing acts of 
wickedness, let us castigate one another sharply, because this has been the 
strength and the self-correction of every congregation that has pleased the 
Lord, from the beginning until now. It is no wonder that, when we act 
like the false prophets, hiding one another’s sins, God pours out his curse 
upon us, in anger and wrath. But the real marvel is when we follow the 
example of our ancestors, the prophets and the apostles, when we take on 
the project of teaching one another not to sin before God. The real marvel 
is when one of us performs wickedness without knowing it, and we castigate 
him or her sharply, to inspire repentance; then, the Lord pours down his 
blessing upon us, in mercy and compassion. But indeed, if it is acceptable 
for us to say many words to you in this letter, it is also acceptable for us to 
be satisfied with giving you over to God and all the words of scripture. As 
the apostle has said, “I give you all to God and the word of his grace, which 
can build you up and give you the inheritance along with all the saints.”35 
Now then, since you have sent word that the sister whom you set up in 
place of the one who had died has refused the deed which you assigned to 
her, we want you to inform us why she quit the position you had assigned 
to her. That way, if we know that she refused because she was not capable 
of the deed which you assigned her, she may remain peacefully in the posi- 
tion which she has held to this point. If, however, she refused defiantly and 
ignorantly, that is, if she lied before the Lord, saying, “I refuse because I am 
not capable of doing this,” but later, after a while, we hear that she refused 
dishonestly, you all will understand what we will do to her because she did 
not inform us that there was any injustice nor that she was afflicted in any 
way. If we discover in her case that it was others who prevented her from 


35 Acts 20:32. 
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telling the truth, what we will do to these others will not be hidden 
from you, for both they and she have established a covenant with false- 
hood, following the counsel of Satan. 

Lastly, look —I have sent the old man to you in order that you remember 
God among yourselves and have pity on yourselves, as we do among 
ourselves, and that you inform us of all these disturbances among you, 
since we end here with grief, both we and you. 


A letter of Shenoute 
Abba Shenoute Canon 3 
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Shenoute of Atripe, As I Sat on a Mountain 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


Unlike the previous text (Abraham, Our Father), which was directed toward 
the monks under his care, in this piece Shenoute addresses a wider group 
of people. In fact, this sermon singles out two types of people within 
Shenoute’s congregation for rebuke: “Greeks,” whom Shenoute considers 
not Christian, and “heretics,” who for him are Christian, but are as bad as 
other faithless people because they persist in being “of two minds,” resisting 
unity with the wider Christian community. Against these people, Shenoute 
juxtaposes Christians, using an elaborate series of animal metaphors: the 
Greek and the heretic are, among other things, like flapping birds, like tiny 
gnats or dogflies, and like ignorant farm animals. Contrastingly, Christians 
are good and useful, like honeybees. Like many other early Christian 
authors, Shenoute also speaks negatively of Jews, whom he presents as the 
opposite of what he would like his listeners to be. 

In the second half of the sermon Shenoute moves from talking about the 
ideal Christian to characterizing “the church” more generally. The word 
here translated as “church” is simply the transliteration into Coptic of the 
Greek ekklésia, and Shenoute’s use of it is as wide as its use in Greek: at times 
it represents a physical building, at others a local group of people, at still 
others the ideal universal community of Christians. His ecclesiology draws 
heavily from the Song of Songs at first, casting the church as the beloved 
of that famous love poem, but by the end of the sermon Shenoute expands 
his range of allusions to identify the church with many positive entities in 
scripture, from things not easily imagined like “light” and “glory,” to more 
concrete items such as “a road” and “a city.” Shenoute does not let the fem- 
inine gender of the word “church” in Coptic hinder him from also identify- 
ing the church with positive masculine figures, marked as male in Coptic’s 
system of gendered nouns: a teacher, a shepherd, and even a patriarch. 
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This translation is based on the edition of Johannes Leipoldt, Sinuthii 
Archimandritae Vita et Opera Omnia, vol. 3, CSCO 42 (Paris: Imprimerie 
nationale, 1908), 44-62. 


TRANSLATION 


This is the discourse that our prophetic holy father Apa Shenoute deliv- 
ered when a Greek philosopher came to him, having visited him at other 
times. Shenoute was aware that the philosopher’s thought about God was 
not upright; many officials and rich people who dwell with Shenoute were 
also aware, sneering at the philosopher whenever he came to listen to the 
discourse. Shenoute began to speak by saying, “The prophet said, ‘When a 
lion roars, who will not be afraid? The Lord God has spoken, and who will 
not prophesy?’! The Lord has commanded, along with his spirit — who will 
not repeat these things? or, who will hide the things that bring profit?”? 
The one who said these things spoke: 

As I sat on a mountain, I saw an animal in the air fighting with another 
animal upon the earth. I felt great joy that the flying animal had overpow- 
ered the one that walked upon the earth, but after a little while, the earthly 
animal turned on the flying one and grabbed it and dominated it. Wise 
people will recognize that this story is about every heretic who is of two 
hearts, because it is no wonder that a Greek or a heretic in the church is 
without faith. Birds are, in fact, frequently in the church — look at the pea- 
cock there, or the goose! So if the heretic and the Greek are in the habit 
of spreading their hands and lifting them hypocritically as they pray, note 
that birds, too, often do the same thing, spreading their wings. Or are you 
faithless people fighting Satan without “the shield of faith,” the very thing 
by which you would be able to overpower his arrows? 

Woe to you, [Greeks], if you do not go to the church and do not receive 
the body and blood of the Lord. And woe to you, too [heretics], if you do 
go and receive the holy mystery while yet being of two minds. For you and 
your offspring, from the beginning until this moment, are the ones about 
whom the Holy Spirit said, “All your deeds are an empty hope — fruitless!”+ 


1 Am 3:9. 

2 Here, the author of the introduction may be playing on the fact that “profit” and “sin” 
differ by a single letter in Coptic, implying that Shenoute in his discourse will expose not 
just profitable things, but the hidden sins among those who listen to his sermons. 

3 Eph 6:16. 4 Ws 3:11. 
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Likewise, it said, “It is in vain that you get up early.”5 What is it that you get 
up early to do? You get up early to worship and to pour libations to entities 
that are not gods! Who among those praying that God might deliver you 
from the deception of demons would not grieve over you? For whom do 
you get up early? Whom do you serve? In what will you profit? You harden 
your hearts against having faith in God, the one who did not wish that any 
part of his creation be destroyed,° the one who formed us “according to his 
image and likeness.”’ 

Numerous are the flying things among these small insignificant animals; 
the honeybee is superior to them all. Now every fly is shooed away and 
hated, except there are some that you encounter that are considered valu- 
able. You, too, entrust yourselves to whatever flies you want, just like that 
faithless king who entrusted himself to the fly, the god of Akkaron, so that 
he might be cured by it of his illness — the scriptures are witness to his fool- 
ishness!* But the honeybee alone is superior and valued, just as the Wisdom 
of God said, “He is valued and desired by everyone.”® Every person who 
exists under the heaven and is born in the world is called a “human being.” 
All the heretics who are divided from the universal church, though, are 
shooed away. The Christians alone are valued and beloved by God. 

It is fitting, then, that the honeybee is beloved, for honeybees give their 
labors to kings and men of leisure. It is fitting, too, that the Christian is 
loved, for he gladdens God and his Christ with all his righteous deeds. 
He thus gives rest to the inward parts of all the saints in the heavens. It is 
fitting that the honeybee is cared for by human beings, and that they guard 
it and kill the other animals that attack it. It is fitting that the Christian is 
cared for and guarded by the angels, who attack and destroy the enemy 
who fights against him. It is fitting that the honeybee is beloved among 
human beings, since it brings in sweet dew which comes down from heaven 
from the Lord. It is fitting that the Christian is beloved among the angels, 
for he brings into the storehouses of his soul the dew which is sweet and 
comes down from the heaven of heavens; it is sweeter than any honey. 


5 Ps 126(127):2. 6 See Ws 11:24. 

7 Gn 1:26, 8 2 Kgs 1:2-6. 

9 Prv 6:8b (LXX). It is important to Shenoute’s rhetoric that a honeybee, in Coptic, is 
literally a “fly of honey”; its name makes it one of the category “fly,” of which most are 
detestable. Much the same, Shenoute explains, is the category “human being.” Among 
humans, Christians are the equivalent of honeybees — the beloved and valuable exception 
in a generally detestable class of beings. 
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I am speaking of the Word of God, and faith, peace, love, and the hope of 
every good thing. 

It is right that the flies that settle on every unclean object are hated. It is 
right that you are hated by those who love Christ, you heretics, as the scrip- 
tures say, since your entire hope rests in “doing every unclean thing” and 
every wicked thing.'° You are what the Spirit of God despised when, speak- 
ing through those who are his, it said, “Flying flies, when they die, corrupt 
the potion of ointment.”'' You died and you corrupted the potion of life 
within yourselves, the same thing which is in fact preserved within the 
Christians. If you will not be ashamed enough to turn yourselves to God, 
who will be ashamed to reproach you by means of the smallest of animals? 

There are some flies that everyone calls “dogflies.” Let us now call 
every person in every place who does not wish to act as a Christian: 
“Demonpeople!” They are their own share, as it is written: “They will 
belong to the foxes.”"? The sheep does not belong to the wild beasts; 
instead, it is a possession of the shepherd. But when it dies, it becomes 
[the foxes’]. It becomes food for them, since the shepherd gives it to them. 
I am saying this so that you do not say, “Satan has a portion among human 
beings.” Surely not! For every creature — not just human beings, but also 
farm animals and wild beasts and birds and those that are in the water and 
reptiles, even including the serpent — God is the one who brought them 
all into being. But when you die in your unbelief and your godlessness you 
will be the portion of the demons, since the Lord Jesus gave you into the 
hands of the unclean spirits, just as the saying declares: “These are the ones 
I have given to Satan.” 

There are some flies that sometimes settle on honey, when they find it; 
they also sometimes land on bread, or other times on carrion. They are 
also found in people’s houses, but they are hated. This matter refers to the 
Greeks and every heretic who is of two minds. Sometimes they listen to 
the word of God in the place of instruction, and sometimes they honor the 
name of the Lord Jesus, “the true bread which has come from heaven,” the 
life of Christians.’ Sometimes they are discovered in the church, which is 
the house of the children of God. But sometimes they act according to the 
customs and forms that serve them. Understand your shame from these 
things: I am speaking to you, those who come to the church hypocriti- 
cally, on account of the fear of other people. For you are the ones against 


10 Ephg4:19. rr Eccl ro:r. — 12 Ps 62(63):10. 
13 1 Tmtr:20. 14 Jn 6:32. 
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whom is directed the saying, “Cursed is he who is careless in doing the 
deeds of the Lord!”* 

Imagine the case of those small animals in the sycamore figs who are 
scattered in the wind when they are separated from the sycamore fig: 
when they had not yet come out of the tree to the light, they thought they 
were living in chambers filled with light. The Greeks and every heretic 
are similar, thinking to themselves that they are living in the light, because 
they do inappropriate things while seeing the light of the gospel of Christ, 
which has filled the entire earth. Not only do they act weakly and are 
weak now, but on the day of their death they will also grow weaker, when 
their wicked patterns and their intimacy with the demonic come to noth- 
ing. They will be scattered in the wind when the spirit of God blows 
them away, just as the scriptures say in many places: “The wind will carry 
them away,” which “wind” means the anger of God, “and the whirlwind 
will disperse them,” that is, “the wrath of God which will be revealed 
from heaven.”*° 

If someone wants to ask a Greek or a heretic about a matter, let him 
instead ask that little animal whose nature it is to move its head up and 
down so that little children ask it, laughing and joking, “Is the water com- 
ing?”’’ Those who go to places of divination are of the same sort, as well 
as those who are like them. Whoever wishes to accuse them on account of 
their wordiness (since they say things that are not in fact true on account 
of their false knowledge) let him say to them: “Who asks frogs about water, 
saying, ‘Is it coming?’” For those who joke say this, since the frogs croak 
from the riverbanks and the canals. So, what does acting like this do? It 
lets the servants of the great Word accuse you!"* They say, “Should sighted 
people really ask the blind about the roads?!” and, “Should the light ask 
the darkness about light?!” and, “Should people ask farm animals about the 
mysteries and hidden things of God?!” This is why the true voice likened 
you to ignorant farm animals: you have become like them. Just as it has 
been said, “A person, being honorable, did not know it; he was cast in with 
the ignorant farm animals, and he resembled them.” Or, is it a wonder 
to you that the ones who “bear the true knowledge on their lips,” as it is 


15 Jer 48:10. 16 Is 41:16; Rom 1:18. 
17 Likely an animal whose movements resemble a waterwheel or a pump. 
18 Shenoute considers himself a servant of the great Word. 


19 Ps 48(49):12. 
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written, laugh at you?*° Likewise, they are disturbed by you, because the 
demons laugh at you, and you in your ignorance don’t even know it. 

Was it not on account of your vanity that Wisdom said, “I will laugh 
at your ruin; I will rejoice about you, when the ruin comes upon you”?! 
For at the same moment, not only did God strike your hardhearted father 
Pharaoh with an intensely burning, boil-producing plague, along with 
darkness and pollution from corruption, even crushing him with hail- 
stones, but he also afflicted Pharaoh with the frog and the locust and dog- 
flies and gnats. He did this in order to reveal his shame. Would it not have 
been possible for the Lord God simply to send an angel from heaven to kill 
the Pharaoh and his multitude? In this way, after all, a single angel smote 
the company of the one hundred and eighty-five thousand Assyrians in a 
single night. But as for this ruler, the sort who prided himself on being 
a tyrant, God made him weak through insignificant animals. For in the 
case of a ruler who said, “There is no one who can stand against me,” the 
Lord God informed him of his weakness through dogflies and frogs and 
gnats. What other things are like these little pieces of dust? He was not 
able to endure them nor did he have the sense to recognize God in all the 
things through which he was tamed, like, for example, God’s causing 
the streams to flow blood. 

And so now, may the word of God convict you in the words of the 
scriptures: 


My God, make them like a wheel and like straw in the face of the 
wind. 

Like a fire that burns a grove and like a flame that burns mountains, 
you shall pursue them like your whirlwind, and you shall confound 
them in your wrath. 

Fill their faces with humiliation; let them be ashamed and con- 
founded forever. 

Let them be discouraged and destroyed, and let them know that your 
name is Lord.” 


And he will also shame your ignorance through insignificant animals, 
all the more given that you have not withdrawn yourselves from the deeds 
of the demons. How will you escape that which was spoken: “Let them 
descend to hell while still living”?*: 


20 Prv 16:23. 21 Prv 1:26. 22 Ps 82(83):14-19. 23 Ps 54(55):15. 
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Do you wish to examine the knowledge of light in the eyes of the 
Greeks and the heretics? Then observe light in the eyes of the bat and 
the night heron, for these others see better than they do. They do not err 
with respect to the things of their nature as you do. Instead of your being 
godly, you were ungodly. Persons filled with pride in this way think about 
themselves, “We are wise beyond many.” But they are not able to hide their 
humiliation and their shame now, since the true Word exposes them in 
their uselessness. 

Do you wish to know the heart of every faithless person? The one who 
reveals the totality of the condemnation of their souls said that they are 
filled with an unclean spirit. Then imagine the hyena’s den, and the dens 
of all other wild animals; they are filled with bones of every sort. Do you 
desire indeed to see the heart of every person who loves God, so that you 
might know them? The one who revealed the beauty of their souls said 
that they are filled with a holy spirit in every good deed of every sort. Then 
imagine the gaps in the rock that are filled with doves and every place 
where they dwell. The gaps in the rock are one and the same with the rock 
— they are not separate from it. The hearts of the faithful truly are one and 
the same with the Lord Jesus, the rock that pours out honey — “the rock 
was Christ!”*+ And they are not separate from him, for it says, “He fed them 
honey from a rock and oil from a rocky hill.”*5 So what is the honey except 
the discourse and the teaching of the scriptures? Who is the rock except 
Christ God? What is the oil from the rocky hill, if not the grace by which 
Christians are saved? Water, whenever it is mixed with wine, becomes one 
with it. The human being of God, when he participates in the Holy Spirit, 
becomes one with it. 

Who was the speaker in the Song of Solomon talking about when he said, 
“my friend, my beautiful dove,” if not the church who bears her Christian 
children, who resemble her? She is the one of whom it is said, “My friend, 
my perfect dove, the sole child of her mother, chosen by the one who bore 
her.”*° And also, “Arise, come, my companion, my good dove,” come, “you 
are my dove in the gap of the rock, near the outer wall.”*? This saying 
speaks of an illumination and a revelation of the light that has come into 
the world, namely, Christ. He is near the outer wall, as Moses himself wrote 
regarding him in the Law. 


24 1 Cor 10:4. 25 Ps 80:17; see Dt 32:13. 
26 Sg 6:9. 27 Sg 2:10, 14. 
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Her brother and friend is witness to her beauty and glory, her pleasant- 
ness and her power: “My friend is good like desire, you are beautiful like 
Jerusalem — you inspire fear like powers arrayed.”** And also, “Behold, you 
are beautiful, my friend; look how beautiful you are! Your eyes are the eyes 
of a dove,” by which are meant the prophets and the apostles who are filled 
with the Holy Spirit.*? They are also the ones of whom he says: “Your two 
breasts are like two fawns, twin gazelles.”3° These are also those about 
which she says: “My brother is a bundle of myrrh for me, lying between 
my breasts.”3' He also says about her: “We will love your breasts more 
than wine,” by which he means the Old and the New Testaments which 
are filled with the Word of God.*? Also she says, “Behold, you are good, my 
brother, and lovely to view, casting a shadow on our bed.”3} He also says 
about her: “Who is this one ascending from the wilderness, like a staff of 
incense, lifted and giving off fragrant smoke?”3+ This is the church of the 
nations, which has ascended from the service of idols to become a “pleas- 
ing aroma” of Christ.35 She also says about him: “Your breasts are better 
than wine and the fragrance of your ointment permeates more deeply than 
all spices.”3¢ And also, “Your name is an ointment poured forth.”3’ He also 
says about her: “Who is this one who gazes out like the dawn?”3* That 
is, her hope and her expectation is directed to the savior of every person, 
for he is coming. “She is beautiful like the sun, chosen like the moon, a 
wonder like those arrayed for battle.”3? When she is asked, “What sort is 
your brother among those like brothers, O beautiful one among women?” 
she replies: 


The form of my brother is this: 

He is white and ruddy; he is entirely clean, above the ten thousand. 

His head is like the gold of Cephas; his curling hair is spun, black as 
ravens.*° 


This saying also means: “The Ethiopians will be the first to stretch their 
hands to God.”#! “All the lineage of the nations will worship before him.” 
“His eyes are like doves upon the swelling waters, washed in milk and 


28 Sg 6:4. 29 Sg 1:15. 30 Sga:5. 31 Sgi:r2. 32 Sg 1:4. 
33 Sg 1:16. 34. Sg 3:6. 35 2Cor2:15. 36 Sg 1:2-3. 

37 Sgz:3. 38 Sg 6:10. 39 Sg 6:10. 

40 Sg 5:9-11, with a variation from the Sahidic OT. 

41 Ps 68:31. 42 - Ps 21:27. 
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resting on the swelling water.” For he says about her: “Who is this one 
ascending, all white and beaming about her brother?” The church is not 
separate from Wisdom, nor is Wisdom separate from the church. Instead, 
they are one and the same. As she speaks with the one to whom she is 
speaking, aware of who he is, she says, “I am my brother, and my brother 
is mine.” And also: “My brother went down to his garden, to the bowls of 
incense, so he could feed in the garden and gather lilies.”#° And also: “Let 
my brother come down to his garden and eat the fruit of his trees.”47 

He then says, “My sister, my sister, my bride, a secure garden” (namely, 
secure in the faith of the commandment and the teaching of life) - “a 
garden closed, a fountain sealed” in the purity and the hope of every good 
thing.** By what has she been sealed? By the Holy Spirit! Just as the apos- 
tle said: “Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, this one by whom you 
were sealed for the day of redemption.”#? And again, he said about her: 


I went to my garden, my sister, my bride. 

I harvested my myrrh and my spices. 

I ate my bread and my honey; I drank my wine and my milk. 
Eat together, my brothers — get drunk, my friends.*° 


She said about him: 


I went to my nut orchard to see the winter’s growth, to see whether 
the grapevines had budded and the fig trees had unfurled. 

There I will give you my breasts. My soul was not aware, but he 
placed me in the chariots of Aminadab.* 


After that he calls to her, saying, “Arise, come, my friend, my beautiful 
dove, behold, winter has passed by,”5* which is to say, behold the frost of the 
unbelief of the Jews — he has taken it away and it has dried up! The budding 
of the faith and the hope and love for God have appeared in our land. The 
time of the harvest has arrived, which is to say that the time for teaching 
every person about every good thing has come and has filled the entire land. 
“The voice of the turtledove has been heard in our land” — the preaching 
of the gospel of Jesus the Christ, the Word that became flesh and lived 


43 An allusion to Sg 5:12, though the manuscript contains an error (the repetition of 
“swelling water”). 

44 Sg 8:5. 45 Sg 6:3. 46 Sg 6:2. 47 Sg 4:16. 48 Sg 4:12. 

49 Eph 4:30. 50 Sg5:1. 51 Sg6:11-12. 52 Sg 2:r1. 53 Sg 2:12. 


198 


Shenoute of Atripe, As I Sat on a Mountain 


with us,*+ until he brings the dead to life. She herself calls to him, saying, 
“Come to me, my brother, we will go to the field and be in the villages, 
rising early to be in the vineyard and to see whether the vines . . .”55 


[bere follows a lacuna of several pages] 


... faith and even their knowledge. It was not without reason that the 
Lord hated the Jews; rather, they first hated him and also his father, as 
he said they would.*° Thus they are those about whom he spoke through 
the prophet: “My inheritance has become to me like a lion in the forest.”5” 
This is the way that “she has roared against me”: calling out in a loud voice, 
“take him, take him, crucify him.”5* “Therefore, I hated her.”5° The church 
of the nations is the one who said, “I desired his shadow and I sat under it,” 
which is to say, under his peace.” ‘Thus those from among the nations who 
were hostile were reconciled to God, such that it was the commandment 
of the scriptures that gave it rest. “His fruit is sweet in my throat,” which is 
the word and the teaching and the commandment.* It is also she who said, 
“His love touched me.”® She also said about him: “Let him kiss me with 
the kisses of his mouth, since your breasts are better than wine.”® She also 
said regarding him: “If I find you outside, I will not refrain from kissing 
you.” This “outside” is no different than “they have drawn you back to 


65 


themselves.”°s That concurs with this: Wisdom desires that we bear her in 
us, but we are forgetful. How great is the difference between the perversion 
and evil of the assembly of the Jews who sought to kill the Lord and the 
honors of this one, who said, “I will rise and circle the city and the market- 
places and the plazas, pursuing the one whom my soul loves.” We see that 
it was not in vain that his love gathered her to him, but that she truly does 
love him. Just so, she asks, “Tell me, beloved of my soul, where do you pas- 
ture?”°7 Just so, she said, “I sought the one whom my soul loved.”® It may 
have been in order to test her love that he hid himself from her for a little 
while. Thus, she said, “I have sought him but have not found him,” and, “I 
called him, but he did not hear me.”% 


The guards who circulate in the city found me, and I asked them: 
“You haven’t seen the one whom my soul loved, have you?” 


54 Jn 1:14. 55 Sg 7:12-13. 56 Jn 15:24. 57 Jer 12:8. 

58 Jer 12:8; Jn 19:15. 59 Jer 12:8. 60 Sg 2:3. 61 Sg 2:3. 
62 Sg2:5. 63 Sgu:t. 64 Sg 8:1. 65 Sg 1:4. 

66 Sg3:2. 67 Sgi:7. 68 Sg 3:2. 69 Sg 5:6. 
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When I had just barely passed them, I was beyond them and I found 
the one whom my soul loves. 

I grabbed him and I took him to my mother’s house, to the bedroom 
of the one who conceived me.” 


How great is her pollution, the one who fled as he sought her, this 
wretched one — I mean the synagogue of unbelieving Jews, this one who 
pierced the Lord with a spear, among all the other wicked things they did 
to him. How great, on the other hand, is the honor of the one whom they 
beat on his account, they struck her and took her cloak from her, but she 
did not distance herself from him. They took her cloak, but they were not 
able to take her love for him from her. They struck her, but they were not 
able to wound her excellent reasoning, which is founded in her immovable 
faith. Those who beat her and struck her, they are the same thing about 
which she said, “The children of my mother fight against me.””' As for 
those who said to her, “What sort is your brother among those like broth- 
ers, O beautiful one among women that you petitioned us so?” their share 
is with her in the life of her brother.”* Those who found her and struck her, 
however, have placed their share with the ones who crucified the Lord. 
She, though, has her brother; no one has been able to take him away from 
her; yet the synagogue of the Jews does not have the Lord Jesus. In fact, 
they do not have anything. What evil is greater than that which they did to 
her when they took her cloak? Even the Lord of glory himself, Jesus, was 
stripped bare, his garments divided as he watched them cast lots for them. 

Likewise, there is no amount of words sufficient to speak about her and 
all her hidden aspects as well. For she is a single one and a great crowd 
also; she is a virgin and a bride; a garden and a spring. She is earth that 
gives forth its fruit and a worker of the earth; a nation and a prophet; an 
apostle and a saint, a teacher and a student as well. She is a sister and she 
is a brother, a small child and an elder, a daughter and a mother. She is a 
house and also a city; a flock of sheep going out and coming in through 
a gate, and a shepherdess whose flock of sheep hears her voice; and also a 
flock of sheep that hears the voice of a shepherd. She is a road on which 
people walk, and also a person walking on the very road that leads to life. 
She is a servant who has a master, according to what is written: “Serve the 
Lord with fear,” and also, “Bless the Lord, all servants of the Lord; servants, 


70 Sg 5:7, 3:2-4. 71 Sg3:6. 72 Sg 5:9. 
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bless the Lord, bless his holy name.”’} She is a queen who has numerous 
servants; she is small and she is also large, with breasts that surpass the 
breasts of all the women upon the earth. She is a friend, a perfect dove, a 
ripening seed in which is planted a fruitful, living seed. She is light walking 
in light. She is a glory on which the glory of the Lord shines, a great crowd 
and a single one. 

The apostle spoke about her in order that we would know she was a 
single one: “I have prepared you as a holy virgin for a single husband, 
Christ.” By saying “you” in the plural, he reveals that she is a great multi- 
tude. Her brother is the very one who spoke through Solomon, saying, “a 
closed garden is my sister, my bride; a closed garden, a sealed fountain,”’5 
which pours out knowledge and every righteous deed. She is a field, and 
the fieldworkers are the apostles and prophets and the Lord Jesus, for he 
said in the Gospel according to John: “Lift your eyes and look at the fields, 
which are already white and ready to be reaped.””° But was he speaking 
in fact about a field? No, he was speaking about a people. For he said, 
“Entreat the Lord of the harvest so that he will send workers for his har- 
vest.”’7 For did the Lord send his apostles to harvest in the deserts? No, he 
sent them to teach in all the fields. For she is a farm of God, according to 
what the apostle said: “It will produce fruit of eternal life.”’* She is also a 
vineyard, as it says: “A vineyard of Solomon’s was in Belamon.””? And there 
are many places in scripture that inform us that she is a vineyard. Our Lord 
Jesus informs us that she is a gardener, when he took the vineyard from the 
farmers who did not give him its produce. Instead, he gave it to others, who 
will give him their fruit in its time. 

She is a people, since she is a student of the teacher, Christ, but she is 
also a teacher, since she teaches a multitude of ignorant souls; she proph- 
esies and evangelizes those who are far and near. She is a shepherdess who 
pastures human beings with her word, with God’s help. He is the one to 
whom they cry out, “Pasture your people with your staff, the contingent of 
sheep of your inheritance, as they dwell by themselves in the oak grove.”*° 
And again, she is a flock of sheep according to the saying of the Lord, “My 
sheep — as for me, they listen to my voice and they will follow me.”*' And 
also, “I have other sheep that are not of this flock, and it is also necessary 


73 Ps 2:11, r12:1. 74 2 Cor 11:2. “You” in this sentence is plural. 
75 Sg 4:12. 76 Jn 4:35. 77 Mto:38. 78-1 Cor 3:9. 
79 Sg 8:11. 80 Mi7:14. 81 Jn 10:27. 
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that I gather those ones in.”*? She is a teacher and she is a shepherdess, 
according to the scriptures, which refer to “other shepherds, other teach- 
ers for the preparation of the saints.”*} She is a pupil, according to what 
the Lord said: “There is no pupil who is greater than his teacher.”*+ It is 
enough for the pupil to become like his teacher. She is a lady and she is a 
queen, according to what is written: “The queen stood at your right hand, 
clothed in fringes of gold of various colors.”*s 

She is a city, according to what is written: “Glories are told of you, O city 
of God.”** She is a door, through whom many will enter into life. For the 
Lord himself said about her: “I am the door. If one passes through me, he 
will be saved and he will go in and come out and find the place of pastur- 
age.”*7 She is a wall surrounded by a wall, with other walls made of silver 
outside the wall, according to what is written: “If she is a wall, we will build 
for her towers of silver.”** He also says to her: “The one who loves the law 
surrounds himself with a wall.”*° 

She is a sister who has a brother. He, for his part, promises her his frater- 
nity, according to what is written: “Whoever does the will of my father in 
the heaven is my brother and my sister.”° She is a friend, because she has a 
friend, according to what the Lord said: “You all are my friends. Whenever 
you do that which I have commanded you, I will no longer call you ‘my 
servants’ but ‘my friends’.”*" She is an adult, since she is a patriarch, being 
the ancestor of every person who seeks God, according to what is written: 
“T have made you the ancestor of many nations” who will hope in God.” 
She is also a small child, according to what is written: “Come my children, 
listen to me and I will instruct you in the fear of the Lord.”3 The apostle 
also says, “My children, those for whom I am laboring until Christ takes 
form among you.” The Lord calls to his saints, “Children, do you have 
any fish?”95 

She is wise and she is inexperienced — since she is wise with respect to 
the good, but inexperienced with respect to what is evil. She is a road, and 
she is walking on a road, since she is a universal church walking on the 
true road of the Lord and, at the same time, multitudes will enter into 
life through her. She is a light, walking in the light that has come into the 
world, the Lord Jesus. There are many who walk in her light, according to 


82 Jn 10:16. 83 Eph q:11-12. 84 Mt 10:24. 85 Ps 44:10. 
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what is written: “You are the light of the world.”” She is a hostess, inviting 
people to walk as befits the nobility of the Lord. She is also the one who 
has been invited to walk as befits the nobility of the Lord and “the call by 
which she has been called, in all humility and gentleness and patience.” 
She is a sacrifice, according to that which the apostle transmitted to every- 
one at once so that they could “present their bodies as living and holy 
sacrifices, pleasing to God.” She is “a kingdom and a priesthood.” She 
is “a holy nation.” She is “a people of life,” according to what is written.” 

She is an eternity, existing with the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. Her brother is with her in every moment, she is in fact with him for 
ever and ever. Based on the parables in the scriptures, the brother of the 
virgin and the bride and the sister is Christ. He is a brother. He is a bride- 
groom. He is a virgin. He is a friend. He is a small child and a Lord. He is a 
sheep and a shepherd. He is a sacrifice and a chief priest. He is a grapevine. 
He is a mountain. He is a day and a sun. He is a sword and a lamb. He is the 
last and he is the first. He is a word and the first fruit. Being God who will 
judge the entirety, he judges each according to his deeds. The rest of the 
testimony of these words, behold, all of them are written in the scriptures, 
and the one who reads them and understands will comprehend all. 


96 Mt 5:14. 97 Eph 4:1. 98 Rom 12:1. 99 1 Pt 2:9. 
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Rabbula, Canons for Monks and Clerics 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


What follows are two sets of rules attributed to Rabbula, the writer and trans- 
lator who lived in Syria and served as bishop in Edessa where he lived from 
412 to 435. Rabbula’s surviving writings suggest that he was interested in 
developing the unity of the Christian community above all else. The text that 
describes his career, the Life of Rabbula, shows him working to create order in 
the church and to structure relationships between churches and monasteries. 
The rules attached to Rabbula’s name treat the same interests: they include 
warnings about heretics and laws for how monks and “sons of the covenant” 
(benay qyama, a rank particular to Syrian Christian culture) should live. 
Scholars have been careful to say that these rules are “attributed” to 
Rabbula, rather than written by him, because it is clear that they devel- 
oped over time. Though they may contain material that originated with 
Rabbula, they incorporate older traditions and have accrued new directions 
to accommodate emerging situations in Syrian churches and monasteries. 
Still, students can reconstruct from these rules the foundational issues for 
the Christian communities that preserved and guarded these rules. Divisions 
of gender, the economy of monasteries, relationships between monasteries, 
villages, and churches, and the politics of ritual are all on display. Also visible 
are the different roles available for Christians: the sons and daughters of the 


06 06 


covenant, yes, but also “elders,” “ministers,” “heads of monasteries,” “stew- 
ards” in monasteries, and the more common “sons of the church.” The rules 
pertaining to the people who filled these roles demonstrate their expecta- 
tions, successes, and, in turn, where they failed to adhere to the dominant 
vision in the Syrian tradition of what Christian life should be. 

These translations from the Syriac were made from the texts in Syriac 
and Arabic Documents Regarding Legislation Relative to Syrian Asceticism, ed. 


and trans. Arthur V6dbus (Stockholm: Etse, 1960), 27-33 and 36-50. 
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TRANSLATION 


Warnings for monks from Mar Rabbula, bishop of Edessa. 


I. 


Io. 


Il. 


12. 


NOH 


Before everything else, care must be taken by the monks that women 
do not ever enter their monasteries. 


. The brothers of a monastery should not enter the villages, except for 


the steward' of the monastery alone, because he will guard his chastity. 


. The steward who enters a village or city must not circulate among the 


lodging houses and must not lodge among lay people, but in a church 
or a monastery, if one is near. 

‘The monks must not drink wine so that they do not blaspheme. They 
should be especially diligent not to buy it and drink it. 


. Monks should not grow their hair, wear iron, or carry it, except for 


those alone who are shut in and do not go out anywhere.’ 

Stewards who go out to do the business of the monastery should not 
wear outfits made from hair, nor should any of the brothers wear such 
things outside the monastery, so as not to diminish the honor of the 
monastic form.? 


. None of the monks should make oil, especially for women. But if there 


is someone who clearly has the gift, he should give oil to men; if there 
are women in need of it, let it be sent to them via their husbands. 


. Feasts in monasteries should not be celebrated by gathering all people, 


but only the brothers of the monastery. 

As for property of sheep, goats, horses, mules, and the rest of the graz- 
ing animals: monks should not possess them, except perhaps for one 
ass for those who are indigent, or one pair of oxen for those who sow. 
Books that are outside the faith of the church should not be in 
monasteries. 

Acts of commerce — of buying and selling — should not take place in 
monasteries: only whatever suffices for their needs alone, without greed. 
None of the brothers in monasteries may possess anything solely for 
himself, apart from whatever is common to the brotherhood and is 
under the authority of the head of the monastery. 


The Syriac s‘uma, “steward,” connotes business and commerce. 
“Wearing iron” is a strange phrase, but may refer to the ascetic practice of wearing heavy 


chains and collars made of iron, mentioned frequently in Theodoret’s History of the Monks 
of Syria (see, for examples, 3.19, 4.6, and 29.4-29.5). 

3 “Form” here is schéma, transliterated from Greek, which could refer to the clothing a 
monk wears or to his general mien. 
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13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 


17. 


18. 


19. 
20. 


21. 


22. 


23. 


24. 
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Heads of monasteries should not permit the brothers to visit their 
families nor to go out and journey to them, lest they get soft. 
Brothers should not, under the guise of infirmity, desert their monas- 
teries and rove about the cities or villages. Instead, they should endure 
their difficulties inside their monasteries for the love of God. 

Monks should not desert their dwellings and hire judges for them- 
selves under the guise of other people and thus journey to the cities or 
visit judges. 

Monks should not, for reasons of business or work, skip the times 
appointed for service, whether during the day or at night. 

They should welcome strangers lovingly and not shut the door in the 
face of any of the brothers. 

None of the brothers should dwell alone, except for he who has 
demonstrated his capacity to do so by his deeds over a long period of 
time. 

None of the monks should bear sayings from the book to anyone.+ 
None of the brothers who is not an elder or a minister may dare to give 
the Eucharist. 

The heads of monasteries should appoint in their monasteries as min- 
isters and elders (that is, those to whom village churches have been 
entrusted) those who have demonstrated that they are able to guide 
the brotherhood. They should, however, remain in the churches. 

The bones of martyrs should not reside in monasteries. Instead, every- 
one who has them should bring them before us; if they are truly from 
martyrs, they will be honored in a shrine, but if they are not, they will 
be deposited in a cemetery. 

As for vessels’ for the dead: those monks who want to make them must 
bury them in the earth so they are not visible at all. 

If a brother or a head of one of the monasteries departs the world, 
those brothers of his monastery alone should bury him in silence. If 
there are not enough of them for the task, they should summon broth- 
ers from nearby monasteries. They should not, though, assemble peo- 
ple from the villages and lay people for the solemn ceremony. 


4 This could mean many things: that monks should not offer interpretations of the book 
(of scripture), or that monks should not share the contents of the book (of scripture) with 
others, or that monks should not offer to give sayings from the book (of scripture) to 
others like lots or divining fortunes. 

5 The Syriac gurne, “vessels,” transliterates the Greek gourna. 
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26. 


Rabbula, Canons for Monks and Clerics 


. If a person sells produce for the benefit of the monastery, he should 
not take anything extra. Instead, he should sell for the market price in 
that season, so that he does not covet in the name of the monastery. 

No one should welcome a brother who migrates from one monastery 


to another, unless he has a message from the head of the monastery to 
which he had belonged. 


Commandments and warnings from Mar Rabbula, bishop of Edessa, for 


priests and for the sons of the covenant. 


I. 


Before everything else, the sons of the church should know the true 

faith of the holy church. That way, the heretics will not deceive them. 

. None of the visiting priests, the elders, or the ministers, nor any of the sons 
of the covenant may dwell with women, except with his mother, sister, 
or daughter. Moreover, they should not install these women in houses 
immediately beside their own so the women can reside near them. 

. The elders, ministers, and the sons of the covenant should not force 

the daughters of the covenant to weave garments for them. 

Elders and ministers may not be served by women and especially not 

by the daughters of the covenant. 

. Elders, ministers, and visiting priests should not take bribes from any- 

one, especially those who have a case.° 

Elders and ministers may not impose tributes on the sons of the cov- 

enant or on lay people, even if they are commanded to do so by those 

in the city. Instead, the needs of the church will be filled by each person 
giving as he wishes. 

. When a bishop goes to a village, they’ should not impose tributes on 
the lay people in the name of the bishop. Instead, if the church has the 
money, they should offer something adequate from the church. If the 
church has nothing, though, they should not give anything. 

. Priests should not, in the guise of poverty, seek by force a stipend for 

festival days or funerals. Instead, they should leave it to the will of the 

one who is giving. 


6 The Syriac dina, “case,” can mean judgment, sentence, lawsuit, or contention. Given that 
the concern expressed by this rule centers on bribes, it seems that elders, ministers, and 
visiting priests were mediating the disputes of others. 

7 A plural verb here suggests that “they” is likely the “elders and ministers” of the previous 
rule, or other leaders of the church in the village. 
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Io. 


Il. 


I2. 


13. 


14. 


15. 


16. 


17. 


18. 


19. 


20. 
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Elders, ministers, and the sons and daughters of the covenant may not ask 
for interest, discounts, or any of the artificial products of dirty profits. 
Their priests should not allow the sons or daughters of the covenant to 
live with lay people — only with their families or with one another. 

All the sons of the church must be persistent in fasting and diligent 
in prayer. They must be mindful of the poor and seek justice for the 
oppressed in order that they not show favor. 

All the priests who are in the villages must be mindful of the poor and 
grant them relief, especially those who are sons of the covenant. 

The visiting priests should not grant the rank of the priesthood to a 
man who is under investigation, nor should they grant it to those who 
are under the yoke of slavery and have not been freed. Instead, they 
should do as the apostle commanded.* 

The visiting priests should not entrust hearing cases to just any person, 
but only to those people who are known by experience not to show favor. 
The elders and the ministers should take care of the monks who are in 
their territories. They must be as mindful of them as they would be of 
their own limbs. They must also be diligent about the lay people, even 
to the point that they accept responsibility for their bodily needs. And 
women should not enter the doors of their monasteries. 

In every church that exists, there should be one house that is desig- 
nated so that the poor who go there are given relief. 

As for diviners and enchanters, those who make amulets and anoint 
men and women, who go around as if they were healers — drive them 
out from every territory and get guarantees from them that they will 
not return to our jurisdiction. 

Do not allow the daughters of the covenant to come to the church 
alone or to come at night. Instead, they should stay with one another, 
if possible. This also applies to the sons of the covenant. 

If there are any of the sons or daughters of the covenant who are in 
need, the elders or the ministers of their villages should take care of 
them. Or, if they cannot, let them inform us, so we can deal with them, 
lest they be forced by their need to do something inappropriate. 

The sons of the covenant should learn the Psalms, and the daughters 
of the covenant should also learn the doctrinal hymns.° 


8 Likely a reference to the qualifications for service listed in 1 Tm 3:1-7 or Ti 1:5-9. 
g In Syriac, the madrashe. 
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21. 


22. 


23. 


24. 


25. 


26. 


27. 


28. 


20. 


30. 


Io 
I2 
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The elders, ministers, and sons and daughters of the covenant must 
not pronounce the name of God and swear by it, whether to something 
false or something true, but rather should do as has been commanded."° 
The visiting priests, elders, and ministers should not stay in inns or tav- 
erns when they go to the city. Instead, they should stay in the church’s 
guesthouse or in the monasteries outside the city. 

The elders, ministers, and sons and daughters of the covenant should 
stay away from wine and meat, but if someone among them is weak 
in the body, a little might be suitable, as it is written.'' Those who are 
drunks or who go to the caravansary, however, should be expelled from 
the church. 

All who have become disciples of the Messiah should not be so greedy 
as to want to acquire more than they need. Instead, they should dis- 
tribute what they have to the poor. 

Elders, ministers, and sons of the covenant should not act as guards at 
farms or vineyards, nor as hired workers for lay people. 

The elders, ministers, and sons of the covenant should not act as stew- 
ards or governors for lay people, nor should they take upon themselves 
cases for people of their family, for people who buy off judges, or for 
those who camp out at the door of a judge. 

Elders, ministers, and sons and daughters of the covenant should per- 
severe in the service of the church and not skip the times of prayer or 
the Psalms, whether at night or during the day. 

They should curse, bind, and send to the city for lay judgment the per- 
son who dares to take a daughter of the covenant. If she was corrupted 
willingly, they should also send her. 

As for those sons and daughters of the covenant who have fallen from 
their rank: send them to monasteries for repentance. But even as they 
are abiding in the monastery, though, they must not be welcomed in 
the church; they should be sequestered with their fathers as long as 
is right.” 

They should not welcome for instruction any woman who has a man 
apart from her husband, nor any man who has a woman apart from his 
wife, so that the name of God not be blasphemed. 


Mt 5:37; Jas 5:12. rr 1 Tm 5:23. 
This rule presents the relationship between the sons and daughters of the covenant and 
those in monasteries in terms of kinship. 
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32. 


33- 
34. 


35: 


36. 


37: 


39- 


4o. 
4I. 


42. 


13 


14 


15 
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Priests should not offer the Eucharist to those discovered in fornica- 
tion, apart from our own commandment. 

None of the elders or ministers, or anyone from among the sons of the 
church, may store everyday vessels next to the holy vessels, whether in 
a chest or in a shrine. 

No person may dare to approach and give the offering who is not an 
elder or a minister. 

Hold all the men" of the village in the esteem that they are owed, lest 
you show favor and wrong the poor. 

Do not beat anyone. If, though, there is a matter that requires you to 
beat someone, either do it until you instill respect in them or send the 
offenders to the worldly judges. 

Solve arguments yourselves and do not always go in to the city. Send 
those who transgress against you to us. 

They should not allow the sons of the covenant to go to assemblies or 
other places without elders; the daughters of the covenant should not 
go without female ministers. 


. None of the elders, ministers, or sons of the covenant should leave his 


church and journey to the imperial court's without our command. Nor 
should he go to any distant place, even if he is going on the business of 
his village or church. 

All priests should be mindful of the service of the house of God, and 
they should do everything required for the financial well-being of the 
house. However, they should not raise animals in the church, so as to 
not disgrace the house of God. 

Whatever belongs to a visiting priest, elder, or minister who departs 
the world should be left to the church. 

Elders and ministers should not vouch for anyone, nor should the sons 
of the covenant, whether in writing or not in writing. 

Elders and ministers should reside in the church, and so should the 
sons of the covenant, if possible. 


The voice of the authority behind these rules seems to reserve the right to give excep- 
tions to this rule. 

The Syriac mare, “men,” could be also translated as “heads of household” or “adult men.” 
The rule seems to be aimed at treating all men, rich and poor, equally. 

“Imperial court” here is in Syriac a transliteration of comitatus. 
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44. 


45. 


49. 


50. 


51. 


52. 


53: 


54- 


55- 
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Care should be taken by the elders and ministers that there should be 
a separated gospel in every church and that it is the one that is read."° 
Where there are elders, they and not the ministers should read the 
gospel. And where there are elders, they should be the ones to give the 
sign (of the cross). 

Lay people should not serve as housemasters in the church, except 
where there are not sons of the covenant who are suited to do it. 


. The sons of the covenant should not drink wine after a funeral, nor 


should the daughters of the covenant. 


. Do not accept any kind of forged letter against anyone, because you 


might do something unjust because of it. 


. The sons of the church must not participate with heretics, either in 


word or in deed. 

Do not allow any one of the heretics to dwell in the monastery. None 
of the heretics who enter the church and have divided minds should 
receive the Eucharist. 

Search for the books of the heretics and their cases'? everywhere; where 
you discover them, either bring them to us or have them burned in fire. 
Do not welcome heretics for baptism without examining them: they 
should show proof and thus be welcomed. 

Priests should not give the offering to those tempted by evil spirits. 
That way, there will be no dishonor to the Eucharist through partici- 
pation with demons. 

‘Trees that are devoted to demons should be cut down, and their places 
will serve the expansion of the church. If the remains of a house of 
idolatry still stand in a place, then it should be uprooted in silence and 
without fanfare. 

Build churches where there are none. Those that are built should be 
whitewashed; they should have apses and sturdy enclosures. 

No person among the sons of the church — those who call on the name 
of the Messiah — should dare to cut himself.** 


. Aman must not abandon his wife, as long as she is not found in adul- 


tery. Also, a wife should not leave her husband for any reason. 


16 This rule is to specify that a copy of the individual gospels, rather than the harmonizing 


Diatesseron, should be used. 


17 Likely, the physical cases in which texts were kept. 
18 This could be a reference to circumcision or to castration. 
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57. No man may take his sister’s or brother’s daughter, nor his mother’s or 
father’s sister. 

58. The sons of the covenant may not bring anything to the raised part of 
the altar, nor may they bring any food to the apse, nor may priests eat 
there, nor may any person take food into the temple. Nothing may be 
placed there but the holy vessels. 

59. When they give the Eucharist, elders and priests must not take any gift 
from those receiving the Eucharist. 


‘The commandments and warnings for priests and sons of the covenant 
end here. 
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John of Tella, Canons 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


This short selection of rules is attributed to John of Tella, a Syrian monk 
and bishop whose life was represented in John of Ephesus’s laudatory col- 
lection of biographies, The Lives of the Eastern Saints. Active during the 
first half of the sixth century, John of Tella was a vigorous organizer and 
supporter for the non-Chalcedonian Christian community. These “canons” — 
directions for Christians who have opted to live at monasteries — 
demonstrate how what seem like simple rules can in fact contain much 
more than just prescriptions and proscriptions about behavior. In them, 
we find instances of biblical interpretation, evidence of how monasteries 
were a system in competition with the education offered in cities, as well 
as social details such as the insistence that monasteries should be single-sex 
institutions. We can also notice what is not present in these rules: in com- 
parison with the rules attributed to Rabbula, these canons do not show an 
extensive hierarchy of roles to be filled in monasteries, and they do not 
seem aware of monks who are also acting as judicial leaders in their villages. 
What is more, this text may not have even started as a set of rules. Readers 
will notice that, were the numbers of the “canons” to be removed, it could 
be a letter to a monk, or a short treatise about the proper behavior for a 
monk. Ancient directions for behavior came in many forms. 

This translation is based on the Syriac text in Syriac and Arabic Documents 
Regarding Legislation Relative to Syrian Asceticism, ed. and trans. Arthur 
Voébus (Stockholm: Etse, 1960), 57-59. 


TRANSLATION 


1. Regarding those who have accepted monastic life, it is clear that they 
have committed themselves to the promise of the way of the angels’ 
life — to live for Christ. 
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. And because of this, they have relocated from cities and villages to the 


solitary monasteries, as if to some other world. 


. Thus it is right for them always to be in the truth, namely, [to live] a 


life elevated above marriage, as they promised. If, when carnal Israel 
was about to go out to encounter God on Mount Sinai, Moses com- 
manded them to sanctify themselves, to cleanse their garments, and 
not to be intimate with women,’ then it is all the more fitting for this 
[monastic] garment to be holy at all times. 

Therefore, they do not only go out to meet God, but they also crucify 
themselves to the world and its desires* so that Christ might dwell in 
them and live in them. 


. Therefore no monk who cleaves to the world should dare to receive 


the priestly laying on of hands. 


. But so that you have no doubt at all, monks, let me speak plainly: 


women should not enter your monasteries. 

Adorn yourselves not solely with hidden deeds but also with visible 
ones: thus wear hair garments so that the sorrow of your Lord’s pas- 
sion be always manifest in you. For in fact we find that many holy ones 
approached God in this lowly garment so they could find mercy for 
themselves and for their people. 


. Receive strangers earnestly, for the apostle said, when he was encourag- 


ing the Hebrew brothers, “Let the love of brothers remain in you, and 
never forget to practice goodwill toward strangers because in this way 
people have become worthy of entertaining angels without knowing it.” 
Exhort the children of the world to raise their own children in the 
education and teaching of our Lord according to the apostolic 
commandment. 

Those who have children that are dedicated to the covenant should 
provide an appropriate garment for them from their childhood so that 
they do not luxuriate in white linen clothes. 

They should be sent to monasteries to read books and to learn the mon- 
asteries’ way of life in fear of God. If many people send their children 
to distant places to get the world’s education, then it is all the more fit- 
ting for those who have set their children apart and have offered them 
to God to send them to the holy monasteries to get spiritual wisdom. 


1 Exig:to-15. 2. See Gal 5:24, 6:14; 1 Jn 2:17. 3, Heb 13:1-2. 
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Cyril of Jerusalem, Prologue and 
Mystical Catecheses 


Translated by Bradley K. Storin 


INTRODUCTION 


Most of our knowledge about Cyril of Jerusalem’s life and career remains 
uncertain. His election (ca. 350, most likely) as bishop of Jerusalem may 
have been controversial, perhaps the result of a conspiracy launched by 
Acacius of Caesarea against Maximus of Jerusalem, Cyril’s Homoiousian 
predecessor (although a circular letter signed by bishops attending the 
Council of Constantinople in 381 affirmed the validity of his election). 
Even if Cyril and Acacius initially had a working relationship, that quickly 
changed: what began as a jurisdictional conflict between the two bishops 
widened into a theological skirmish that drew in many bishops and 
government officials. Apparently the conflict lacked theological substance 
but abounded in accusations of heresy, unsavory behavior, and keeping bad 
company. As a result Cyril underwent three exiles, first in 357 to Tarsus 
where he became familiar with the Homoiousian theology of Eustathius 
of Sebasteia and Basil of Ancyra, then in 359 and again in 367 to unknown 
locations, only to return to Jerusalem permanently in 378 after the acces- 
sion of the pro-Nicene emperor Theodosius. He then attended the Council 
of Constantinople in 381, where he garnered a reputation as a pro-Nicene 
leader. He died in 386 or 387. 

Cyril’s Prologue and the Mystical Catecheses are extraordinary texts, as they 
describe and explain a crucial moment in the lives of early Christians. The 
Prologue addresses individuals on the cusp of receiving baptism and reflects 
on the transition they are about to make. No longer will they stand on 
the outside as catechumens (literally, “those being trained”), but rather on 
the inside as members of “the faithful” who bear the name of “Christian.” 
Whereas the Prologue looks forward to what the initiate will experience, the 
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five Mystical Catecheses reflect on what the initiates experienced — that is, 
after they became full-fledged Christians — and explain the intricacies of the 
baptismal and Eucharistic rituals. Indeed, it is the level of detail and sequen- 
tial description found here that makes these texts stand out among early 
Christian literature. While apparent incongruities between the Mystical 
Catecheses and the Catecheses (not included in this volume), as well as manu- 
script confusion and the presence of anachronistic liturgical features, have 
prompted some scholars to question Cyrillian attribution of the Mystical 
Catecheses, recent years have witnessed the emergence of a consensus: the 
earliest version of the Mystical Catecheses were indeed written by Cyril, but 
embellished, expanded, and emended by later Christian leaders and copyists. 

The Greek editions from which these translations have been made are, 
for the Prologue, W. C. Reischl and J. Rupp, eds., Cyrilli Hierosolymarum 
archiepiscopi opera quae supersunt omnia, vol. 1 (Munich: Lentner, 1848 
[repr. Hildesheim: Olms, 1967]), 1-26, and, for the Mystical Catecheses, A. 
Piédagnel, ed., Cyrille de Férusalem: catécheses mystagogiques, Sources chréti- 
ennes 126bis, 2nd ed. (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 2004). 


TRANSLATION 


Procatechesis, or the preface to the Catecheses of our father among the saints, Cyril, 
archbishop of Jerusalem 


1. You who are being illuminated — already a scent of blessedness comes to 
you! Already you are gathering the immaterial’ blossoms to weave celes- 
tial crowns! Already the fragrance is redolent of the Holy Spirit! Already 
you've arrived in the vestibule of the palace, and may the king escort you 
in! Indeed, blossoms have now appeared on the trees, and may the fruit 
ripen! Up to this moment, there has been a registration of your names, a 
call to arms, torches for the bridal procession, a desire for heavenly citi- 
zenship, a good inclination, and ensuing hope. He is no liar who said, “For 
those who love God, all things work together for the good.” Indeed God 
is generous with his kindness, but he awaits each person’s sincere intention. 
That’s why the apostle added, “To those who are called according to their 
inclinations.”3 So long as it is sincere, your inclination makes you “called”; 
you derive no benefit if your body is present here without your mind. 


1 In Greek, ta noéta. 2 Rom8:28a. 3, Rom 8:28b. 
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2. Simon Magus once approached the bath.+ He was baptized but not 
illuminated. He dunked his body in the water but he did not illuminate 
his heart with the Spirit. His body went down and came up, but his soul 
was neither buried nor raised with Christ.’ I mention the examples of his 
faults so that you do not fall. These things happened to those people by 
way of example,° but they were written down to warn those approaching 
[the bath] to the present day. Let none of you be found testing grace; let 
no root of bitterness shoot up and trouble you;’ let none of you enter while 
saying, “Come! Let’s see what the faithful are up to. Let me go in and see, 
so that I may learn what happens.” Did you expect to see something and 
not expect to be seen? And did you think that you could be curious about 
what happens without God being curious about your heart? 

3. In the gospels someone was once curious about a wedding.* Despite 
wearing inappropriate attire, he entered, relaxed, and ate, for the bride- 
groom allowed it. But upon seeing everyone wearing white, he should 
have put on that kind of attire. He shared in an equal portion of food but 
had an appearance and intention unequal to theirs. But the bridegroom, 
although generous, was not undiscerning. Wandering around and thinking 
about each of those reclining? — his concern was that they were comport- 
ing themselves well, not that they were eating — and seeing a stranger who 
did not have attire for a wedding, he said to him, “Friend, how did you 
get in here’? in that color and with that attitude? Granted, the gatekeeper 
did not block you because of the patron’s generosity. Granted, you didn’t 
know the kind of clothing with which you should enter the banquet. You 
entered, you saw the dazzling attire of those reclining. Shouldn’t you have 
learned from what you saw? Shouldn’t you have made a graceful exit so as 
to make a graceful entrance? But now you entered ungracefully, so you'll 
be tossed out ungracefully.” He commanded his attendants, “Bind his feet, 
with which he strutted in here!'' Bind his hands, which did not think to 
put on bright attire! Toss him into the outer darkness, for he is unworthy 
of the bridal torches!” Look what happened to him back then. Take care of 
your own affairs. 


4 Acts 8:13. Many early Christians remembered Simon Magus as the source of theological 
error and bad behavior. His academic and impersonal interest in Christianity (see Acts 
8:9-24) was believed to contrast with true faithfulness. 

5 See Rom 6:4; Col 2:12. 

6 1Corto:11. 7 Heb 12:15. 8 Mt 22:1-14. 

g At Greco-Roman meals guests would recline on sofas around a table. 

10 Mt 22:12. rr Mt 22:13. 
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4. As for us, Christ’s ministers, we have welcomed each of you and, as 
though holding the rank of gatekeepers, we left the door open. You who 
have a soul muddied by sins and a sullied intention are allowed to enter. 
You entered, you were deemed worthy, your name was inscribed. Do you 
see, as I do, this august constitution of the assembly? Are you observing, 
as I am, the order and discipline, the reading of scriptures, the presence of 
clergy, the sequence of instruction? Have respect for the place and learn 
from what you see! Leave today’s events gracefully, and come tomorrow 
in the most graceful manner. If your soul is wearing avarice, come in once 
you’ve put on something else. [Take off what you are wearing, don’t cover 
it up!]"* Take off, as I have, fornication and impurity and put on the most 
radiant stole of temperance. I give you this warning before Jesus, the bride- 
groom of souls, comes and sees your clothing. You have plenty of time: 
you have forty days for repentance, you have ample opportunity to get 
undressed and wash off, and then to get dressed again and enter. If you 
persist in a wicked intention, the speaker bears no guilt and you shouldn’t 
expect to receive the grace. Yes, the water will receive you, but the Spirit 
will not receive you. If anyone knows of an open wound in himself, let him 
apply the salve. If anyone falls, let him be raised up. Let there be no Simon 
among you; let there be no pretending or idle curiosity about the act. 

5. You are allowed to enter on another pretext as well: a husband may 
want to entreat his wife earnestly, and approaches for that reason. The 
remark conversely applies to wives in the same way. Often a slave intends 
to please his master, and a friend his friend. I'll take the bait for my hook! 
Pll admit you! Even though you came with a wicked intention, you'll be 
saved with a good hope. Perhaps you didn’t know how you came or what 
kind of net caught you. You came into the church’s netting — let yourself be 
taken alive and don’t flee! It is Jesus who hooks you, not that you may die 
but that, having died, you may live. Indeed you must die and rise. Listen to 
the apostle saying, “Dead to sin, alive to righteousness.”'> Die to sins and 
live for righteousness! From today onward, live! 

6. Look with me at how much dignity Jesus has bestowed on you. You 
used to be called “catechumen,”' someone who hears the noise all around’ 


12 Some manuscripts have this sentence while others do not. 

13 See Rom 6:11. 

14 In Greek, katéchoumenos, “one who hears from below.” Cyril here plays with the root 
word écheo and various prefixes. 

15 In Greek, peri¢choumenos. 
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from the outside. Although you listened to hope, you wouldn’t have recog- 
nized it. Although you listened to the mysteries, you wouldn’t have under- 
stood them. Although you listened to the scriptures, you wouldn’t have 
recognized their depth. Now the sound is not around you’ but within 
you.’” For the indwelling Spirit is finally turning your mind into a divine 
house. When you listen to what is written about the mysteries, then you'll 
understand what you didn’t recognize. Don’t think that you’re receiving 
some trifle! Despite being an abject human, you get the designation of 
God. Hear Paul saying, “God is faithful.”"* Hear another scripture saying, 
“God is faithful and righteous.”’’ Since human beings were about to get 
the designation of God, the Psalmist foresaw this and said in the persona 
of God, “I said, ‘You are gods, and you are all sons of the highest.’””*° But 
see that you do not bear the designation of “faithful” with the intention 
of a faithless person. You entered the contest — keep toiling in the race! 
You won’t have another chance like this! If your wedding days were fast 
approaching, wouldn’t you disregard everything else and concentrate 
on preparing for the feast? Wouldn’t you, soon to dedicate your soul to 
the celestial bridegroom, abstain from corporeal things so as to take up 
spiritual ones? 

7. You can’t receive the bath a second and third time, since then you 
could say, “After failing the first time, I was successful the second time.” 
Even if you failed the first time, the act is irremediable. For there is one 
Lord, one faith, and one baptism.*' Only certain heretics are rebaptized, 
since the previous one was not really a baptism. 

8. God seeks nothing but a good intention from us. Say not, “How are 
my sins wiped away?” I am telling you — by willing, by believing. What 
could be more concise than this? But if your lips profess willingness while 
your heart does not, the judge is a knower of hearts. From this day forward 
abstain from every vile action: don’t let your tongue utter indecent words, 
and don’t let your gaze commit sin or wander toward unprofitable things. 

g. Let your feet hasten to the catecheses. Receive the exorcism with 
haste. If you are breathed upon, if you are exorcised, the ritual will be your 
salvation.*? Consider it to be unwrought gold that has been adulterated 
and alloyed with various materials — bronze, tin, iron, and lead. We want 


16 Periéchéi. 17 Enéchéi. 18 x Cor 1:9, 10:13. 

19 See 1 Jn 1:9. 20 Ps 81(82):6. 21 Eph 4:5. 

22 Blowing away the devil (“exsufflation”) and breathing in the Holy Spirit (“insufflation”) 
were important components in the early Christian performance of exorcism. 
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to have the gold by itself. Without fire gold cannot be purified of foreign 
elements. So too, without exorcisms, a soul cannot be purified. They are 
divine since they have been plucked out of the divine scriptures.*} Your face 
has been veiled so that your mind may finally be at ease, so that a wander- 
ing gaze doesn’t make the heart wander too. Although your eyes have been 
veiled, your ears are not blocked from receiving salvation. In the way that 
those experienced in the work of gold-smelting find what they’re seeking 
by puffing air onto the fire through certain narrow pipes, blowing upon 
the gold hidden in the kettle, and stoking the flame underneath, so too do 
exorcists kindle the soul by puffing fear into the body, as though it were 
a kettle, through the divine Spirit. The inimical demon flees. Salvation 
remains; hope of eternal life remains. Finally the soul, purified of its sins, 
has salvation. Brothers, let us accordingly remain in hope, let us offer our- 
selves, and let us keep hopeful so that, seeing our intention, the God of the 
universe purifies us of sins, provides us with good hopes for our affairs, and 
offers us repentance for salvation. God summoned, you were summoned. 

10. Persevere in the catecheses. Even if we say a lot of words and prolong 
them, never let your mind grow slack, for you’re taking up arms against 
an adverse force — against heresies, against Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles. 
You’ve got a lot of enemies. Take up a lot of arrows, for you'll shoot them 
at a lot of targets! You must learn how to shoot down the Greek, how to 
contend with the heretic, Jew, and Samaritan. The arms are at the ready, 
most of all, the sword of the Spirit. You must pledge your loyalty*+ through 
a good intention so that you fight the Lord’s fight, so that you vanquish the 
adverse force, so that you become invincible to every heretical tactic. 

11. Let these be your marching orders. Learn what is said and observe it 
forever. Do not suppose that they are the usual sermons, that, yes, they’re 
good and trustworthy but we can learn them tomorrow if we don’t pay 
attention today. However, if the instructions about the bath of regener- 
ation, handed down in their proper order, are neglected today, when will 
the mistake ever be fixed? Imagine with me that it’s the season for planting 
trees: if we do not dig and make a deep hole now, when else will what was 
once poorly planted be planted well? Imagine with me that the catechesis 
is a house. Unless we dig deep and lay a foundation, unless we set the struc- 
ture into the concrete in the right order — so that no hole is discovered, 


23 The exorcist’s words are scriptural phrases and verses. 
24 Literally, “extend right hands.” The sense is that Cyril’s audience is now picking sides in 
a cosmic fight. 
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thereby making the house unsound — no good will come from the earlier 
effort. Rather, one stone must follow another in the right order, and one 
corner must correspond with another. Only in this way, once we smooth 
out anything uneven, does the finished house go up. We are thus offering 
you stones of knowledge, so to speak. You must hear words about the living 
God. You must hear words about the judgment. You must hear words about 
Christ. You must hear the words about the resurrection. There are many 
words uttered sequentially, spoken now in a random way but later situated 
within a systematic framework. If you don’t connect them into a single 
entity, even if you remember what came first and what came second, the 
builder will build but you'll have an unsound house. 

12. Accordingly, should a catechumen question you about what the 
instructors have said when the catechesis is being spoken, say nothing to 
the outsider.*5 For we are passing down a mystery to you as well as hope 
for the age to come. Guard over the mystery for the one who gives you 
your reward! Let no one ever say to you, “What’s the harm if I learn about 
it too?” Even sick people seek wine but it may cause them to lose their 
mind if given at the wrong time, and then two bad things happen: the sick 
person perishes and the physician is discredited. The same goes for the 
catechumen should he hear from one of the faithful: the catechumen loses 
his mind (for he doesn’t know what he’s heard), treats the procedure’? with 
contempt, and mocks what is said, while the faithful person is condemned 
as a traitor. Right now you stand on the border: see that you don’t talk out 
of turn, not because what is said isn’t fit for speech but because his ear isn’t 
fit for receiving it. You used to be a catechumen too; I didn’t explain to you 
the presented gifts.*?7 Only when you comprehend the height of the teach- 
ings by experience will you know that catechumens are unfit to hear them. 

13. Sons and daughters! Registrants! You have been born of one mother. 
Before the time for exorcisms, as you’re entering, let each of you speak 
your words piously. If one of you is absent, go find him. If you were invited 
to a meal, wouldn’t you wait for your fellow guest? If you had a brother, 
wouldn’t you seek out the good for your brother? Don’t preoccupy your- 
self, then, with the uselessness of political matters, nor with what a city did, 


25 Cyril reminds his audience of their new liminal status. They no longer rank among the 
catechumenate, but they have not yet achieved the status of fully initiated Christians. 

26 That is, baptism. 

27 Ta prokeimena. As becomes clear in the Mystical Catecheses (esp. 5.7 and 5.19), this is a 
code-word of sorts for the Eucharistic offerings. 
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what a village did, what a king did, what a bishop did, what a presbyter did. 
Look upward! ‘That’s what your moment requires. “Be still and know that 
Iam God!”?* If you see the faithful doing their service and acting carefree, 
they have security, they know what they’ve received, they possess grace. 
It is you who still stand in the balance, either to be received or not to be 
received. Do not imitate the carefree, but pursue fear. 

14. And once the exorcism begins, until the others being exorcised arrive, 
men will stay with men and women with women. At this point Noah’s ark 
is useful to me in that Noah and his sons were separated from his wife and 
his sons’ wives.*? For even if there was one ark, and the door had been shut, 
things were still set in order. Even if the church has been shut and you are 
all within, it must be divided, men with men and women with women, lest 
the occasion for salvation become a pretext for destruction. Even if the 
rationale for sitting near each other is virtuous, the passions must remain 
far away. Then, let the men have a useful book while they are sitting: let 
one read and another listen. If no book is around, let one pray and another 
utter something useful. Again, let the group of virgins gather in the same 
way, either singing psalms or reading in tranquility, so that their lips speak 
but the ears of others don’t hear them. “For I do not permit a woman to 
speak in church.”3° Likewise, the married woman should imitate them: let 
her pray and move her lips but let no sound be heard, so that Samuel may 
come, so that your barren soul may beget salvation, since God has heard." 
Indeed, this is precisely what “Samuel” means. 

15.1 will watch each man’s effort; I will watch each woman’s devotion. Let 
your mind burn for devotion! Let your soul be forged! Let the obstinacy of 
faithlessness be beaten with a mallet! Let the iron’s dross fall away, let what 
is pure remain! Let the iron’s rust fall away, let what is genuine remain! At 
some point during that night God will show you the day-bright darkness 
about which it has been said, “The darkness will not be dark for you and 
night will provide light as if the day.” At that point the door of paradise 
should be opened to each man and woman among you. At that point you 
should enjoy the Christ-bearing waters that have a sweet scent. At that 
point you should receive Christ’s designation®; and the activity of divine 
realities. Already you’ve directed your mind’s eye to look upward with me. 
Already you’ve contemplated with me the angelic chorus, and God, seated 
as master of the universe, and the only-begotten Son seated with him at 


28 Ps 45(46):10. 29 SeeGn 7:7. 30 1 Cor 14:34; 1 Tm 2:12. 
31 Seer Smu1:2-20. 32 Ps139:12. 33: Thatis, the name “Christian.” 
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his right hand, and the Spirit present with them, and the thrones and the 
ministering dominions, and each man and woman among you being saved. 
Already you’ve fashioned your ears to resound, as it were,*+ with that beau- 
tiful sound, when, after you’ve been saved, the angels exclaim, “Blessed 
are those whose transgressions are forgiven and whose sins are covered,”35 
when you enter as the church’s stars — bright in body, luminous in soul. 

16. The baptism lying before you is a great thing: a ransom for captives, a 
forgiveness of sins, a death to sinfulness, a regeneration of soul, a luminous 
garment, a holy indissoluble seal, a chariot to heaven,*° paradise’s luxury,3” 
a welcome into the kingdom, a gift of adoption. A serpent, however, 
observes those walking along the road — see that he does not strike at you 
with unfaithfulness! He sees so many being saved and looks for someone 
to devour.3* Come to the Father of spirits but pass by that serpent. So 
how do you pass by him? Brace your feet in preparation for the gospel of 
peace? so that, even if you are stricken, you are not harmed. You possess 
an indwelling faith, a mighty hope, and a solid foundation so that you may 
pass by the hostile one and come to the Master. Prepare your own heart 
to receive instruction, to participate in the holy mysteries. Pray frequently 
so that God deems you worthy of the celestial and immortal mysteries. 
In neither daytime nor nighttime should you be idle, but as soon as sleep 
falls out of your eyes, let your mind be devoted to prayer. If you notice a 
shameful thought popping up in your mind, remember your salvation from 
judgment. Devote your mind to learning so that you may forget vile things. 
If you see someone saying to you, “And you are going to descend into the 
water? Doesn’t the city have a bathhouse now?” realize that it is the serpent 
of the sea‘? who has crafted these words against you. Pay no attention to 
the speaker’s lips, but to God at work [in you]. Guard your own soul that it 
may be untrappable, so that you remain in hope and become heir to eternal 
salvation. 

17. We prescribe and teach these things as human beings. Do not make 
our house with grass, straw, or chaff lest we suffer a loss if the work has 
burned down, but rather use gold, silver, and precious stones for the task." 
Within me lies the power to speak; within you lies the power to decide; 
within God lies the power to perfect. Let’s brace our mind, let’s make our 
soul taut, let’s ready our heart! We are running for our soul, we are hoping 


34 Again Cyril plays with katécheisthai, which means “resound” or “to be a catechumen.” 
35 Ps 31(32):1. 36 See 2 Kgs 2:11. 37 See Gn 3:23. 
38 x Pts5:8. 39 See Eph 6:15. 40 See Is 27:1; Am 9:3. 41 See 1 Cor 3:12-15. 


225 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


for eternal realities. Since he understands your hearts and knows who is 
sincere and who is a pretender, God can guard the sincere and give faith 
to the pretender. For God is able to give faith even to the faithless, if only 
you give your heart. May he wipe out the debt you owe! May he provide 
you with amnesty for your initial transgressions! May he plant you in the 
church and conscript you to his side, outfitting you with arms of righteous- 
ness! May he fill you full of the heavenly realities of the new covenant and 
give you the indelible seal of the Holy Spirit forever! In Christ Jesus our 
Lord, to whom be the glory forever and ever. Amen. 


First Mystical Catechesis to the Newly Illuminated, and a reading from the first 
catholic epistle of Peter, from “Be sober! Be vigilant!” to the end of the epistle 


1. | was yearning to talk with you again, O trueborn and cherished children 
of the church, about these spiritual and celestial mysteries. However, since I 
clearly understood that sight is far more trustworthy than hearing, I waited 
for the present occasion to guide you to the brighter and more fragrant 
meadow of this particular paradise, taking you after that evening when you 
would be more amenable to my words.*} In any event you are now able to 
receive the more divine mysteries of the divine and life-giving baptism. 
Since, at last, I must lay out a feast*+ of more advanced lessons, come, let us 
teach them to you with precision so that you may come to know the signif- 
icance of what happened to you on the evening of the baptism. 

2. First you entered the baptistery’s vestibule, and facing the west you lis- 
tened and were bidden to stretch out your hand, and you renounced Satan 
as though he were present. You need to know this: in the old narrative‘ this 
was laid down as a type. When Pharaoh, the most bitter and savage tyrant, 
oppressed the free and noble Hebrew people, God dispatched Moses to 
lead them out of wicked enslavement to the Egyptians. Their doorposts 
were smeared with lamb’s blood so that the destroyer would avoid the 
houses with the blood-sign,*° and remarkably the Hebrew people were lib- 
erated. After pursuing the liberated people and seeing the sea remarkably 


42 1 Pts:8. 
43 This catechesis’s timing in relation to the baptism itself is unclear. The tautés modifying 
hesperas (“evening”) could be rendered as “this” rather than “that,” which might place the 
g 5 ght p 
lecture directly after the baptism. However, given the catechesis’s opening sentence, the 
y p & p g , 
first clause of this sentence, and the final sentence in this section, it seems that some time 
> J - J 
has passed. 
44 Literally, “set the table.” 45 That is, the Old Testament. 
46 Ex 12:7, 12-13. 
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split for them, [Pharaoh] likewise advanced, following in their footsteps, 
and suddenly he was submerged, drowned in the Red Sea.+’ 

3. Pass with me now from the old to the new, from the type to the real- 
ity. There, it was Moses who was sent by God to Egypt, whereas here, it 
is Christ who is dispatched from the Father to the world. There, so that 
he may lead an oppressed people from Egypt, whereas here, so that Christ 
may rescue those in the world crushed by sinfulness. There, it was the 
lamb’s blood that averted the destroyer, whereas here, it is the blood of the 
unblemished lamb,** Jesus Christ, that repels demons. That tyrant pursued 
that ancient people all the way to the sea, whereas this demon — impetuous, 
impudent, the very source of evil — follows you all the way to the salvific 
streams. The former was submerged in the sea, whereas the latter disap- 
pears in the salvific water. 

4. Nevertheless, you are instructed to say with your hand outstretched, 
“T renounce you, Satan,” as though he were present. I want to tell you why 
you stood facing the west — because it’s necessary. Since the west is the 
region where darkness emerges, and given that he is darkness, he also has 
power in darkness. This is why you symbolically renounce that dark and 
dismal ruler by looking out to the west. What, then, did each of you say 
while you were standing there? “I renounce you Satan, you wicked and 
savage tyrant,” meaning, “I no longer fear your strength, for Christ has 
sapped it by sharing his blood and flesh with me; consequently, through 
those sufferings, he used death to nullify death, so that I wouldn’t be sub- 
ject to slavery forever. I renounce you, you treacherous and crafty serpent! 
Irenounce you, you predator who enacts all lawlessness under the pretense 
of affection and who caused our ancestors’ apostasy! I renounce you, Satan, 
you craftsman of and collaborator with all evil!” 

5. Then in the second clause you learn to say, “and all your works.” 
Satan’s works comprise every sin, which you must also renounce, just as 
someone who would completely escape a tyrant somewhere also escapes 
his weapons. Every species of sin, then, is included in the devil’s works. 
Moreover, know that what you are saying, especially at that most awe- 
inspiring moment,*? are words inscribed in God’s invisible books. Should 
you then be caught doing something contrary to these words, you will be 


47 Ex 14:8-9, 22-30. 48 See 1 Pt 1:19. 
49 That is, just before baptism. 
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judged as a transgressor. So renounce Satan’s works, by which I mean all 
acts and notions contrary to reason.*° 

6. Then you say, “and all his pomp.” The devil’s pomp is theater-obsession, 
horse-races, dog-hunts, and all such vanity from which the saint prays to 
be freed by saying to God, “Avert my eyes so that they do not look at vani- 
ty.”>' Don’t let the object of your obsession be the theater — that’s the place 
of the licentious spectacles of actors, performed with insolence and utter 
shamelessness, and the raving dances of effeminate men — or that of those 
who devote themselves to hunting animals so that they might pamper their 
wretched stomach. It is they who, in order to tend to foods for their belly, 
actually become food for the stomach of wild animals.** To be fair it is for 
their God, the belly,%3 that they engage in one-to-one mortal combat upon 
a precipice. Stay away from horse races too, a frantic spectacle that bucks 
the soul. All of these constitute the devil’s pomp. 

7. But there are also times when things are hung in idol temples and at 
festivals — meat, bread, or other such things polluted by the invocation of 
the utterly abominable demons. These should also be reckoned among the 
devil’s pomp. Just as before the holy invocation of the venerable Trinity the 
Eucharistic bread and wine were ordinary bread and wine, but after the 
invocation happened the bread became Christ’s body and the wine Christ’s 
blood, in precisely the same way such foods belonging to Satan’s pomp 
were by their nature ordinary but became unhallowed with the invocation 
of the demons. 

8. After those words you say, “and your worship.” Worship of the devil 
is this: prayer in idol temples, any honor paid to lifeless idols, kindling 
lamplights, or burning incense next to springs or rivers as some, deceived 
by dreams or demons, have resorted to, thinking that they might discover 
the cure for bodily sufferings. Don’t participate in such practices. Augury, 
divination, observation of signs, amulets, inscriptions on tablets, magic 
spells, or other dark arts — such things constitute devil-worship, so flee 


50 The identification of Satan’s works as “all acts and notions contrary to reason (para 
logon)” taps into an old Christian play on words. The Gospel of John understood Jesus 
as the Word (logos) of God. Logos has a wide semantic range and can also mean “reason” 
or “rationality,” among other things. Therefore, acts and notions contrary to reason are 
really acts and notions contrary to the Word. 

51 Ps 118(119):37. 

52 Cyril seems to be thinking of accidents in which the prey attacks the hunter. 

53 See Phil 3:9. 


228 


Cyril of Jerusalem, Prologue and Mystical Catecheses 


them! If you were to give in to them after renouncing Satan and joining 
Christ’s company, you would be tested by an even bitterer tyrant, who per- 
haps treated you as kin long ago and gave you relief from bitter slavery, but 
who has now grown vehemently embittered against you. You will both be 
deprived of Christ and have experience of that one.*+ Haven’t you heard us 
tell the old story about Lot and his daughters? Wasn’t he saved along with 
his daughters once they had reached the mountain while his wife became 
a pillar of salt,s5 denounced forever by having a memorial of her wicked 
choice and backsliding? Be on your guard,°** then, and don’t turn back to 
this life’s salty affairs once you’ve put your hand on the plow.*’ Rather, flee 
to the mountain,** to Jesus Christ, the stone cut without human hands,’ he 
who fills the whole world. 

9. So when you renounce Satan and trample upon every covenant with 
him, you dissolve the old agreements with Hades® and God’s paradise 
is opened to you, which grew in the east, from which our forefather was 
exiled because of the transgression.*' Your turning from the west to the 
east — the place of light — is a symbol of this. At this point you are told to 
say, “I believe in the Father, and in the Son, and in the Holy Spirit, and in 
one baptism of repentance.” You were told the broad strokes of the subjects 
in the earlier catecheses, as the grace of God granted. 

10. Be sober, then, secure in these words. For the devil is our opponent, 
just as it was recently read, a lion pacing around, looking for someone to 
devour.” In earlier times, though, it was mighty death that devoured, but 
in the holy bath of regeneration God has taken away every tear from every 
face.°’ No longer do you mourn since you’ve stripped yourself of the old 
human being.*+ Rather, you celebrate since you’ve put on the robe of sal- 
vation, Jesus Christ.°s 

11. These things happened in the outer chamber. But God willing, when 
we enter the Holy of Holies in the next mystical instructions, we will come 
to know the symbolic meanings of what is performed there. Glory, power, 
majesty to God with his Son and Holy Spirit forever and ever. Amen. 


54 That is, Satan. 55 Gn 19:15-26. 56 See Dt 4:23. 57 See Lk 9:62. 

58 See Gn 19:17. 59 Dn 2:35, 45. 60 See Is 28:15. 61 See Gn 2:8, 3:23. 
62 1 Pt 5:8. 63 See Is 25:8; Ti 3:5; Rv 7:17. 64. See Col 3:9. 

65 See Is 61:10; Rom 13:14. 
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Second Mystical Catechesis on Baptism, and a reading from the epistle to the 
Romans, from “Or do you not know that, inasmuch as we have been baptized into 
Christ Jesus, we have been baptized into his death?” until, “For you are not under 
the law, but under grace.”® 


1. The daily mystical instructions and newer teachings — insofar as they 
express newer realities — are especially beneficial to you who have been 
renewed, from oldness to newness. Therefore I will necessarily set before 
you the mystical instruction that follows upon yesterday’s, so that you may 
learn the symbolic meanings of what happened to you in the inner chamber. 

2. Well then, immediately upon entering, you stripped off your robe, 
and this represented your stripping off the old human being along with his 
deeds.” After stripping you were naked, in this state imitating Christ who 
was stripped naked on the cross, who in his nakedness stripped off the rul- 
ers and the authorities, and who triumphed with boldness on the wood.® 
Given that the opposing powers lurk in the members of our bodies, you 
can no longer wear that old robe, by which I don’t at all mean this percep- 
tible one, but rather the old human being, corrupt in the lusts of deceit.% 
May it not be put on again when the soul has stripped it off once already! 
In accordance with the bride of Christ in the Song of Songs, may it say 
instead, “I’ve taken off my robe. How would I put it back on?”7°? What a 
marvelous thing! In the sight of all you were naked and unashamed. You 
were truly following the example of Adam the first-formed, who was naked 
and unashamed in paradise.” 

3. Then after stripping, you were anointed with exorcised olive oil from 
the hair atop your head down to your lowest parts and you became sharers 
in the cultivated olive tree, Jesus Christ. For pruned from the wild olive 
tree, you were grafted on to the cultivated olive tree, and you became shar- 
ers in the true olive tree’s richness.”* The exorcised olive oil, then, is a 
symbol for sharing in the richness of Christ, a repellant to every trace of 
adverse activity. Just as the saints’ inhalations and the invocation of God’s 
name burn like the most intense flame and chase off the demons, so too 
does this exorcised olive oil, by an invocation of God and a prayer, garner 
such power that it not only cleans out the smoldering ashes of sin but also 
chases off the wicked one’s invisible powers. 


66 Rom 6:3-14. 67 See Col 3:9-10. 

68 Col 2:15. The “rulers and authorities” are negative spiritual powers, not agents of the 
Roman government. 

69 Eph 4:22. 70 Sg 5:3. 71 Gn2:25. 72 See Rom 113:17-24. 
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4. After these things you were led to the holy font of the divine baptism 
like Christ from the cross to the tomb lying before you.” Each person was 
asked if he believes in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit, and you made the salvific confession, and you descended into 
the water and ascended again three times, symbolically signifying by this 
Christ’s three-day burial. For just as our Savior spent three days and three 
nights in the heart of the earth,”+ so too did you imitate Christ’s first day in 
the ground with your first ascent and his first night with your descent. Just 
as someone in the night cannot yet see but in the day dwells in the light, so 
too in your descent you saw nothing as though you were in the night, but in 
your ascent back up you were just then coming to be as though you were in 
the day. In the same act you died and you were born; that salvific water was 
both your tomb and your mother. What Solomon said in another context 
might apply to you here. For there he said, “There is a time for giving birth 
and a time for dying.”’5 In your case it’s the opposite. There is a time for 
dying and a time for being born. There is one time that brings about both 
these things; your birth is concurrent with your death. 

5. What a strange and remarkable thing! We didn’t truly die, and we 
weren't truly buried, and we weren’t truly raised up after being crucified, 
but our imitation was done in a representation while the salvation was done 
in truth. It was Christ who was really crucified, really buried, and truly 
raised up, and all these things have been bestowed to us so that, participat- 
ing in his sufferings by imitation, we gain salvation in truth. What excep- 
tional benevolence! Christ received nails in his undefiled hands and felt 
pain, but I am granted salvation through participation, without pain and 
without fatigue. 

6. Let no one, then, think that baptism was simply the grace of sin- 
remission and adoption, as if John’s baptism simply brought about sin- 
remission. Instead, we ought to know accurately that, just as it is a purgative 
of sins and a producer of the Holy Spirit’s gifts, so too is it the counterblow 
to Christ’s sufferings. This is why Paul proclaimed a little while ago”’ and 
said, “Or do you not know that, inasmuch as we were baptized into Christ 
Jesus, we have been baptized into his death? We were buried, then, with 
him through baptism.””’ Perhaps he was saying these words to certain peo- 


73 Itseems that Cyril baptized his catechumens at the Church of the Holy Sepulcher. 
74 Mt12:40. 75 Eccl 3:2. 

76 During the lector’s recitation of the text prior to Cyril’s instruction. 

77 Rom 6:3-4. 
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ple who described baptism as an agent of sin-remission and adoption, but 
one that does not yet possess communion with Christ’s actual sufferings 
even in an imitation. 

7. Let us become participants in his sufferings so that we may learn that, 
however much Christ endured, he suffered for us and for our salvation in 
reality and not in appearance. With complete accuracy Paul proclaimed, 
“For if we have been united with him in the likeness of his death, so too 
will we be in his resurrection.””* The phrase “united with him” is particu- 
larly fitting: since the true vine”? has been planted here, we have become 
“united” with his death by sharing in the baptism. Understand with great 
diligence the deeper meaning in the apostle’s words. He didn’t say, “For if 
we have been united in death,” but rather, “in the likeness of death.” For in 
Christ’s case truly the death was real; indeed, his soul was separated from 
his body and the burial was real. In pure linen*° his holy body was taken and 
everything truly occurred in him. In our case, though, there is a “likeness” of 
death and sufferings but in terms of salvation there is reality, not “likeness.” 

8. Now that you’ve been taught these things sufficiently, I urge you to hold 
fast to them in your memory so that I, unworthy as I am, may say to you, “I 
love you because you have always remembered me and because you hold fast 
to the traditions that I handed down to you.”*' God, who has brought you to 
life as though from the dead, can grant you to “walk in the newness of life,” 
because to him is the glory and power, now and forever. Amen. 


Third Mystical Catechesis on Chrism, and a reading from the first epistle of fobn, 
from “You have the chrism from God, and you know everything” until, “And let us 
not be ashamed of it at bis coming.” 


1. Now that you’ve been baptized into Christ and put Christ on,** you have 
been conformed to the Son of God. God predetermined us for adoption*s 
and conformed us to the body of Christ’s glory. And so now that you’ve 
partaken of Christ, you are suitably called “Christs”;** it was about you that 
God said, “Do not touch my Christs.”*” Now that you have received the 
impress of the Holy Spirit, you have become Christs; as it pertains to you, 
everything happens in accordance with an image, since you are images of 


Christ. 


78 Rom6:5. 79 Jnig:t. 80 Mt27:59. 81 See x Cor 11:2. 

82 Rom 6:4. 83 rJn2:20-28. 84 Gal 3:27. 85 See Rom 8:29. 

86 Christoi. The term literally means “anointed ones,” or “ones given the chrism.” 
87 Ps 104(105):15. 
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After he was washed in the Jordan River and imparted the hues of his 
divinity onto the waters, he came up from them and the Holy Spirit’s sub- 
stantial*® visitation came upon him, given that like comes to rest upon like. 
In a similar way, after having come up from the font of the sacred streams, 
you received the chrism, the impress with which Christ was anointed. This is 
the Holy Spirit about which the blessed Isaiah (in the character of the Lord) 
spoke in his prophecy concerning it, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me. He 
anointed me for this reason: he sent me to spread the news to the poor.”*? 

2. Indeed, Christ was not anointed by a human being with corporeal 
oil or unguent. Rather, the Father anointed him with the Holy Spirit 
after appointing him to be savior of the entire world, as Peter says, 
“Jesus the Nazarene, whom God anointed with the Holy Spirit,”’° and 
David the prophet proclaimed, saying, “Your throne, God, is forever and 
ever. The scepter of your kingdom is a scepter of rectitude. You loved 
righteousness and hated lawlessness. Therefore God, your God, anointed 
you with the oil of exultation beyond your companions.”® 

Just as Christ was truly crucified, buried, and raised, and in your baptism 
you were deemed worthy of being crucified, buried, and raised up with 
him in likeness, so too in the case of the chrism. He was anointed with an 
immaterial “oil of exultation” - that is, the Holy Spirit, which is called the 
“oil of exultation” because it is the cause of spiritual exultation — whereas 
you were anointed with an unguent, thereby becoming participants in and 
partakers of Christ. 

3. However, see that you don’t think of it as mere unguent. Just as the 
bread of the Eucharist is no longer ordinary bread after the invocation of 
the Holy Spirit but the body of Christ, so too this holy [unguent] is no 
longer mere or, one might say, common unguent after the invocation but 
Christ’s gift, something that activates his divinity during the Holy Spirit’s 
presence. In this symbolically significant sense your forehead and other 
sense organs are anointed. The body is anointed with visible unguent while 
the soul is sanctified with the life-giving Holy Spirit. 

4. You were anointed on your forehead first so that you may be released 
from the shame that the first human transgressor carried about every- 
where® and so that you may reflect the Lord’s glory with an unveiled 
face.°3 Then on your ears, so that you may acquire the ears about which 


88 In Greek, ousiddes. 89 Is 61:1. go Acts 10:38. 
gr Ps 44:7-8(45:6-7). g2 See Gn 3:7—-10. 93 See 2 Cor 3:8. 


233 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


Isaiah said, “The Lord has furnished me with an ear to hear,” as well as 
the Lord in the gospels, “Let anyone with ears for listening listen!”°5 Then 
on your nose, so that you may say when you receive the divine unguent, 
“Among those being saved, we are the fragrance of Christ to God.” After 
those, on your chest, so that “you may stand against the Devil’s wiles while 
wearing the breastplate of righteousness.”*” For just as the Savior, after 
his baptism and the Holy Spirit’s visitation, went out to struggle against 
the adversary,”* so too did you, after your sacred baptism and mystical 
chrism, put on the armor of the Holy Spirit, stand against the adverse 
force, and contend with it by saying, “I can do all things in Christ who 
empowers me.”?? 

5. Deemed worthy of his holy chrism you were called Christians, proving 
by your rebirth your right to the name. Before you were deemed worthy 
of baptism and the gift of the Holy Spirit, you were not, properly speak- 
ing, worthy, but rather you were advancing in your progress toward being 
Christians. 

6. You need to know that the chrism’s meaning lies in the ancient 
scripture. For when Moses shared God’s command with his brother and 
appointed him as high priest, he anointed him after washing him in water'” 
and called him “Christ,” obviously from the symbolic chrism. So too the 
high priest who led Solomon to royalty anointed him after he washed in 
the Gihon.'” To them, however, these things happened symbolically, while 
to you they did not happen symbolically but in truth, since the beginning 
of your salvation is truly being anointed by the Holy Spirit. Truly he’? was 
the first-fruit and you are the whole batch: “if the first fruit is holy,” then 
it’s clear that the holiness transfers to the whole batch.'® 

7. Keep it unspoiled. It will be able to teach you everything if it remains 
within you, just as you recently heard the blessed John saying when he 
made many philosophical points about the chrism.'’* For it is a holy 
spiritual amulet for the body and salvation for the soul. 

The blessed Isaiah prophesied this particular point in olden times and 
said, “And the Lord shall do this for all the nations upon the mountain” — 
he calls the church “a mountain” in other places too, like when he says, 


94 Is 50:4. 95 Mt irrs. 96 2 Cor 2:15. 

97 Aconflation of Eph 6:11 and 6:14. 

98 See Mk 1:9-13; Mt 3:13-4:11; Lk 3:21-22, q:1-13. 

99 See Phil 4:13. 100 Lv 8:6-10. ror _ 1 Kgs 1:38-39. 
102 Thatis, Jesus. 103 See Rom 11:16. 

104 1 Jn 2:20-28, recited during the reading. 
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“And in the last days the Lord’s mountain will be made manifest”'°s — “they 
drink wine, they drink gladness, they are anointed with unguent.”'®° And 
to make sure that you understood this unguent to be mystical, he says, 
“Pass all these things on to the nations, for it is the Lord’s will for all the 
nations.” '°7 

Being anointed with this holy unguent, then, preserve it unspoiled and 
unblemished within yourselves by making progress through good works 
and becoming pleasing to the founder of our salvation,’ Christ Jesus, to 
whom glory be forever and ever. Amen. 


Fourth Mystical Catechesis on Christ’s Body and Blood, and a reading from the 
epistle to the Corinthians, “For I received from the Lord what I also pass on to 
you,”'°? and subsequent verses. 


1. This very teaching of the blessed Paul is sufficient to assure you about 
the divine mysteries of which you were deemed worthy when you became 
one with the body and blood of Christ.''° For he just now proclaimed, “On 
the night when he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus Christ, taking the bread 
and giving thanks, broke it and gave it to his disciples, saying, “Take and eat. 
This is my body.’ And taking the cup and giving thanks he said, “Take and 
drink. This is my blood.’””'": So, since he made the assertion and said about 
the bread, “This is my body,” who would dare to quibble? And since he 
made the affirmation and said, “This is my blood,” who would ever doubt 
and claim that it wasn’t his blood? 

2. In Cana of Galilee he once changed water into wine by his own com- 
mand;'" isn’t it believable that he changes wine into blood? Summoned 
to this corporeal wedding, he performed this miraculous feat; won’t it be 
acknowledged to a far greater degree that he gave the wedding guests" 
enjoyment of his body and blood? 

3. Therefore, it is with every assurance that we partake in Christ’s body 
and blood. For the body is given to you in the form of bread and the blood 
is given to you in the form of the wine so that, by partaking in Christ’s 


105 Is 2:2 (LXX). 106 Is 25:6 (LXX). 107 Is 25:7 (LXX). 

108 Heb2:10. 10g 1 Cori1:23. 110 See Eph 3:6. 

111 See Mt 26:26; 1 Cor 11:23-25. The phrase “Take and drink” does not appear in the 
Pauline or Synoptic traditions. Its origin may lie in Egyptian liturgies (e.g. the Deir 
Balyzeh papyrus [ca. sixth-eighth centuries]). The conflation of the Pauline tradi- 
tion with Palestinian and Egyptian anaphoras predates Cyril; he is likely repeating a 
received tradition. 

112 Jn 2:1-11. 

113 Ascriptural idiom: see Mt 9:15; Mk 2:19; Lk 5:34 (literally, “bridegroom’s sons”). 
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body and blood, you become one with the body and blood of Christ.'"+ 
Indeed, this is how we became Christ-bearers, his body and blood diffused 
throughout our bodily members. According to the blessed Peter this is 
how we become “participants in the divine nature.” 

4. During a dispute with the Jews Christ once said, “Unless you eat my 
flesh and drink my blood, you have no life in you.”'® They didn’t listen to 
his words in a spiritual way and went to the back [of the crowd], shocked 
and thinking that the Savior was urging them to cannibalism. 

5. In the Old Testament there was the Bread of the Presence,'’’? but 
since it belonged to the Old Testament it has come to an end. In the New 
‘Testament, however, there is heavenly bread and salvation’s cup, things that 
sanctify soul and body. Just as the bread corresponds to the body, so too the 
Word fits with the soul. 

6. And so don’t treat the bread and wine as ordinary, for they are body 
and blood in accordance with the Master’s assertion. If your perception 
thrusts this [mistake] on you, let your faith give you support. Don’t judge 
the matter by your sense of taste! Instead, rest assured by your unflinching 
faith, since you have been deemed worthy of Christ’s body and blood. 

7. The blessed David tells you the significance by saying, “You prepared 
a table before me in the presence of my tormentors.”''* Here’s what he 
means: before your appearance, demons prepared for humans a polluted 
and miasmatic table,'’’ one filled with diabolical power, but after your 
appearance, O master, “You prepared a table before me.” Whenever a 
human says to God, “You prepared a table before me,” what else could he 
mean except a mystical and immaterial table, the one that God prepared 
for us in the presence of, over against, in opposition to the demons? And 
quite reasonably: the former involves communion with the demons and the 
latter communion with God. “You rubbed my head with oil.”"° Because 
of the seal that you have from God, it was upon your forehead that he 
“rubbed” your “head with oil,” that you may become the seal’s impression, 
God’s holiness." “And your cup intoxicates me like the strongest drink.” ?”? 
See here that the above-mentioned cup is the one that Jesus took with his 
hands and blessed, saying, “This is my blood, poured out on behalf of many 
for the forgiveness of sins.”"*3 


114 See Eph3:6. = 115 2 Pt 1:4. 116 See Jn 6:53. 

117 See Ex 25:30; Lv 24:5-9; 1 Sm 21:2-6. 

118 Ps 22(23):5a. t1g See Mal 1:7. 120 Ps 22(23):5b. 
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8. On this account Solomon also hinted at this grace in Ecclesiastes and 
said, “Come, in gladness eat your bread,” the spiritual bread. “Come”: he 
makes a salvific and beatifying invitation. “And in good cheer drink your 
wine,” the spiritual wine, “and pour oil over your head.” Do you see him 
hinting at the mystical chrism? “Let your clothing always be white because 
the Lord approves of your works.”"*+ The Lord approves of your works now, 
but before approaching the grace, your works were “vanity of vanities.”"* 

Now that you’ve stripped off the old garment and put on the spiritually 
white clothing, you need to be clad in white all the time.'** We don’t mean 
at all that you should always wear white clothing but that you need to wear 
the really white, the shining, the spiritual clothing so that you may say with 
the blessed Isaiah, “My soul exults in the Lord, for he dressed me in the 
clothing of salvation and put the mantle of gladness on me.”?7 

g. Since you have learned these things and been assured that the visible 
bread is not bread (even if it seems so to your taste) but Christ’s body, 
and that the visible wine is not wine (even if your taste wants it to be) but 
Christ’s blood, and that David, the psalmist from long ago, said about it, 
“Bread strengthens a human heart so as to brighten the face with oil,”™* 
strengthen your heart by partaking in it as a spiritual thing and brighten 
the face of your soul! May you, unveiled in a pure conscience and reflect- 
ing Lord’s glory, go from glory to glory in our Lord Christ Jesus, to whom 
glory be forever and ever. Amen. 


Fifth Mystical Catechesis, and a reading from the catholic letter of Peter, “Wherefore, 
laying aside all wickedness, treachery, and slander,”'”? and subsequent verses. 


1. By the beneficence of God you heard enough in the previous meetings 
about baptism, chrism, and partaking in Christ’s body and blood. Now we 
must shift to what comes next, as today we will set the capstone atop the 
spiritual structure of your edification. 

2. Well then, you saw the deacon giving [water] to the bishop and the 
presbyters around God’s altar so that they could wash themselves. Of course 
it wasn’t for corporeal filth that he was giving it to them. It wasn’t for that. 
We came into the church at the beginning without bodily filth. Rather, the 
washing is a symbol of our needing purification from all sins and lawless 
acts. Since hands are indeed a symbol for action, and we wash them, it is 
clear that we hint at the purity and blamelessness of our actions. Didn’t 


124 Ecclg:7. 125 Eccl 1:2. 126 See Eccl 9:8. 
127 Is 61:10. 128 Ps 103(104):15. 129 1 Pta:t. 
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you hear the blessed David teaching you this precise point in a mystical 
way, saying, “I will wash my hands in innocence and I will circle your altar, 
Lord”?'3° Surely then, to wash the hands is to be free of control by sins. 

3. Then the deacon proclaims, “Receive each another and greet each 
other.” Don’t assume that this kiss is the kind usually exchanged in the 
marketplace between ordinary friends. It’s not like that. Rather, this kiss 
joins souls to one another and betrothes to them a complete forgetfulness 
of wrongdoing. The kiss then is a sign of joining souls and of banishing 
every memory of wrongdoing. This is why Christ said, “If you bring your 
gift to the altar and remember there that your brother has some grievance 
against you, then leave your gift at the altar, go and be reconciled with 
your brother first, and then come and offer your gift.”"3' Yes, the kiss is a 
reconciliation and therefore holy, as the blessed Paul proclaims somewhere 
when he says, “Greet each other with a holy kiss,”"3* and as Peter [says too], 
“Greet each other with a kiss of love.”"33 

4. After this the bishop cries out, “Lift up your hearts!” Truly at that 
most awe-inspiring moment the heart must be lifted up to God and not 
bowed down toward the earth and earthly affairs. By his authority, then, the 
bishop at that moment commands you to leave all life’s concerns and wor- 
ries at home and to hold your heart in heaven toward the beneficent God. 

Then you answer, “We lift them up to the Lord!” by which you acknowl- 
edge your consent to this command. Let no such person be present who 
says with his mouth, “We lift them up to the Lord!” but in his thoughts 
keeps his mind on life’s concerns. Always keep God on your mind, but if 
it’s not possible due to human weakness, at least strive to do so especially 
at this moment. 

5. Then the bishop says, “Let us give thanks to the Lord.” Indeed we are 
truly obliged to give thanks because he called us when we were unworthy 
to so great a grace, because he reconciled us when we were his enemies," 
because he deemed us worthy of the spirit of adoption.'35 Then you say, 
“It is worthy and right.” In our case, we perform a worthy and right act by 
giving thanks, but in his case, he performs not a right act but something 
beyond a right act, and thereby shows you kindness and deems you worthy 
of great goods. 

6. After these things we mention heaven, earth, sea, sun, moon, stars — 
the entire creation, rational and irrational, visible and invisible — angels, 


130 Ps 25(26):6. 131 Mt5:23-24. 132 1 Cor 16:20; Rom 16:16. 
133 1 Pt5:14. 134 Rom 5:10-11. 135 Rom 8:15. 
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archangels, powers, dominions, rulers, authorities, thrones, the many-faced 
cherubim,'** and with vigor we utter David’s expression, “Magnify the Lord 
with me!”"37 And we mention the seraphim that Isaiah beheld in the Holy 
Spirit, standing around God’s throne, and with two wings they were cover- 
ing their face, and with two [wings they were covering] their feet, and with 
two [wings] they were flying, and they were saying, “Holly, holy, holy, Lord 
of Sabaoth!”"s* Because this doxology has been handed down to us from 
the seraphim, we recite it to share in the hymnody with the heavenly hosts. 

7. Then once we have sanctified ourselves with these spiritual hymns, 
we beseech the beneficent God to send the Holy Spirit upon the gifts that 
have been presented to make the bread into the body of Christ and the 
wine into the blood of Christ. For whatever the Holy Spirit touches is 
sanctified and changed. 

8. Then after finishing the spiritual sacrifice — the bloodless service — 
upon this sacrifice of atonement we beseech God for the common peace of 
the churches, for good order in the world, for kings, for armies and allies, 
for the infirm, for the mistreated, and for all who, simply put, need help. 
With all of us praying, we offer this sacrifice. 

g. Then we also mention those who have fallen asleep,"»? first the patri- 
archs, prophets, apostles, and martyrs, so that God may accept our peti- 
tion with their prayers and intercessions. And then [we pray] for the holy 
fathers and bishops who have fallen asleep, and, in a word, all who have 
fallen asleep before us, in the belief that this will be most beneficial to 
the souls for which the petition is offered, even though the holy and awe- 
inspiring sacrifice has been presented. 

10. I also want to persuade you with an illustration. I know there are 
many who say this: “What good does it do to mention a soul, delivered 
from this world with or without sins, during the offering?” Well, if a king 
sent those who irritated him into exile, but then their family members 
weaved a crown and offered it to him on behalf of the convicted, wouldn’t 
he grant them reprieve from punishment? In the same way we too offer 
petitions to him on behalf of those who have fallen asleep, even if they are 
sinners; while we weave no crown, we do offer Christ, slain for our sins, and 
thereby propitiate the beneficent God for them and us. 


136 See Ez to:21. 137 Ps 33:4 (34:3). 

138 Is 6:2-3. Or “Lord of Hosts.” 

139 A Greek euphemism for the dead. Within Christian discourse, those who have fallen 
asleep will be roused at the resurrection. 
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11. Then after these things you recite that prayer handed down by the 
Savior to his own disciples.'*° With a pure conscience you endorse’#! God 
as the Father and say, “Our Father in the heavens.” How great is the benef- 
icence of God! To those who have recoiled from him and become mired 
in the worst vices he has offered great amnesty for those vices and com- 
munion in grace, that they may address him as “Father”! “Our Father in 
the heavens.” The “heavens” might also be those who bear the image of the 
celestial person’? in whom God dwells and walks."#3 

12. “Your name be sanctified!” The name of God is holy by nature, 
whether or not we say it. But since it is found among sinners when it is 
profaned in accordance with “Because of you my name will always be blas- 
phemed among the Gentiles,”"* we pray that the name of God be sancti- 
fied among us — not that it would go from being unholy to being holy, but 
that it would be holy among us, who are in the process of being sanctified 
and performing acts worthy of sanctification. 

13. “Your kingdom come!” Saying that with utter confidence belongs to 
the pure soul - “your kingdom come!” For the one who has heard Paul say, 
“So don’t let sin reign in your mortal body,”"*5 and has purified himself in 
deed, thought, and word will say to God, “Your kingdom come!” 

14. “Your will be done on earth as it is in heaven.” God’s divine and 
blessed angels perform the will of God, just as David said in a psalm, “Bless 
the Lord, all you his angels, powerful, mighty performers of his word.”"¢ 
Accordingly, praying with vigor, you say this: “Just as your will is done 
among angels, so too, Master, let it be done on earth within me.” 

15. “Give us today our substantial'+” bread.” Ordinary bread is not “sub- 
stantial”; rather this holy bread is “substantial,” designed instead for the 
substance of the soul. This bread does not go into the belly and it is not 
passed out into the toilet,‘* but distributed throughout your entire system 
for the benefit of both soul and body. He says “today” instead of “daily,” just 
as Paul also said, “as long as it is called ‘today.’”"4” 


140 Cyril uses Myst. 5.11-18 to offer an exegesis of the Lord’s Prayer (Mt 6:9-13). 

141 In Greek, epigraphomenos. 

142 See 1 Cor 15:49. 

143 See Lv 26:11-12; Ez 37:27; 2 Cor 6:16. 

144 Is 52:5 (LXX); Rom 2:24. 145 Rom6:12. 146 Ps 102(103):20. 

147 In Greek, epiousios. At Mt 6:11 the sense of the word is “daily,” as in “Give us today 
our daily bread.” However, Cyril’s exegesis plays on the word’s secondary meaning, 
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148 See Mt 15:17. 149 Heb 3:13. 


240 


Cyril of Jerusalem, Prologue and Mystical Catecheses 


16. “And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” We have many 
sins: indeed, we give offense in word and in thought, and we do much that 
deserves condemnation. “If we say we have no sin, we are lying,” as John 
says.'5° We’re establishing a covenant with God, begging him to pardon our 
sins, as we do our neighbors’ debts. Well then, reflecting on the fact that 
we receive as much as we give,'s' let us neither delay nor procrastinate in 
pardoning each other. The offenses done against us are trivial, petty, and 
easily fixed, but the ones done by us against God are substantial — and we 
need only his beneficence. Take care, then, that you don’t bar yourself from 
God’s pardon for the weightiest sins because of the trivial and petty sins 
against you. 

17. “And bring us not into temptation,” Lord. Did the Lord teach us to 
pray for this, not to be tempted at all? How could it be said elsewhere, “A 
man untempted is untested,”'** and again, “Consider it a complete joy, my 
brothers, whenever you encounter various temptations”?'s3 But perhaps 
entering into temptation means being drowned by temptation, for temp- 
tation is like a hard-to-cross torrent. Some traverse it without drowning in 
temptations; these are the best swimmers, ones that aren’t pulled down by 
it at all. But others, not of this ilk, enter and drown, like Judas, for exam- 
ple, who entered into the temptation of avarice but did not swim through 
safely. Instead he drowned and suffocated bodily and spiritually.'*+ Peter 
entered into the temptation of denial but did not drown after entering. 
Rather in excellent fashion he swam through safely and was rescued from 
temptation. 

Listen again to another passage in which the chorus of perfect saints 
gives thanks for being removed from temptation: “You tested us, God, you 
put us to the flame as silver is put to the flame. You brought us into the trap, 
you put tribulations on our back, you set human beings over our heads. We 
went through fire and water, and you brought us out into rest.”"55 Do you 
see them speaking confidently about going through and not getting stuck? 
“And you brought us out into rest.” Going into rest is the same thing as 
being rescued from temptation. 

18. “But deliver us from the evil one.” If the phrase “And bring us not 
into temptation” had indicated not being tempted at all, he wouldn’t have 


150 1Jn1:8. 

151 Literally, “reflecting on how much we get in return for how much.” 
152 See Sir 34:9—10; Jas 1:12. 
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said, “But deliver us from the evil one.” The adversarial demon is evil, the 
one from whom we pray to be delivered. 

Then after finishing the prayer you say, “Amen,” using the “Amen,” 
which means, “Let it be so,” to put a seal on the God-taught prayer. 

19. After these things the bishop says, “Holy things for holy people.” The 
gifts that were presented are holy because they received a visitation from 
the Holy Spirit, and you are holy because you were deemed worthy of the 
Holy Spirit. Holy things, then, correspond to holy people. Then you say, 
“One is holy, one is lord, Jesus Christ.” For one is truly holy, holy by nature. 
If we too are holy, it is not by nature but by participation, discipline, and 
prayer. 

20. After these things you listen to the singer who urges you with a 
divine melody to share in the holy mysteries and says, “Taste and see that 
the Lord is good.”'s* Decide the matter's’ not with the bodily esophagus 
but with undoubting faith. Indeed when you taste, you taste not bread and 
wine but what they represent, Christ’s body and blood. 

21. And so when you come forward, don’t approach with your hands 
extended nor with your fingers spread out, but making the left hand a 
throne for the right hand, since it is about to receive the king, and cupping 
your palm, receive the body of Christ and say afterward, “Amen.” And so 
once you have carefully sanctified your eyes by touching them with the 
holy body, partake in it, careful not to lose any bit of it. For should you 
lose it, it would be as if you suffered the loss of your own limb. Tell me, if 
someone gave you gold dust, wouldn’t you be careful to keep it safe and 
protect it so that you wouldn't lose any of it and suffer a loss? Wouldn’t 
you, then, be far more careful to watch over what is more valuable than 
gold and gemstones so as not to drop a crumb? 

22. Then, after you share in the body of Christ, come also to the cup of 
blood, not with your hands held out but with your head bowed down. And 
saying “Amen” in a manner that displays veneration and adoration, sanc- 
tify yourself by partaking in Christ’s blood too. While the moisture still 
remains on your lips, touch them with your hands and sanctify your eyes, 
forehead, and rest of your senses. Then while you await the prayer, give 
thanks to God who deemed you worthy of such great mysteries. 


156 Ps 33:9(34:8). 157 Literally, “Entrust the ability to discern.” 
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23. Keep these traditions unspoiled and observe them without stumbling. 
Don’t sever yourself from the communion, and do not deprive yourselves 
of these sacred and spiritual mysteries through the pollution of sinfulness. 

“May the God of peace sanctify all of you! May your entire body, soul, 
and spirit be preserved at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ,”'5* to whom 
be glory forever and ever. Amen. 


158 1 Thes 5:23. 
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John Chrysostom, Baptismal Instructions 
Translated by Bradley K. Storin 


INTRODUCTION 


For a brief account of John Chrysostom’s career, see the introduction to his 
Letters to Olympias in this volume. The first sermon presented here offers 
instructions to catechumens (those training to be baptized), whereas the 
latter two give guidance to those already baptized. They not only reveal the 
pastoral concern at the heart of John’s preaching but also show the basic 
conduct and behavior clergy members expected new Christians to adopt 
after their baptism. John addresses many aspects of the Christian life and 
warns against the allure of earthly possessions, prestige, and customs. 

John’s baptismal homilies come to us in three manuscript collections 
with some overlap: two from the corpus of Chrysostom’s works produced 
by B. de Montfaucon in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, three 
from a manuscript published by A. Papadopoulos-Kerameus in 1909 (one 
of which largely corresponds to Montfaucon’s first homily), and finally eight 
from a manuscript housed at Stavronikita Monastery on Mount Athos and 
published by A. Wegner in 1957. Here the reader will find Stavronikita 7, 
Stavronikita 8, and Montfaucon 1/Papadopolous-Kerameus 1. 

The Greek editions from which this translation has been made are 
Patrologia Graeca 49, 223-232 (Montfaucon 1) and A. Wegner, ed., Huit 
catécheses baptismales inédites, Sources chrétiennes 50 (Paris: Editions du 
Cerf, 1957), 229-260 (Stavronikita 7 and 8). 


TRANSLATION 


Montfaucon 1 


To those about to be illuminated. Why it is called a bath of regeneration and not 
4 forgiveness of sins. That it is precarious not only to commit perjury but also to 
swear even in good conscience. 
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1. How we have longed for and desired the chorus of new brothers! I call 
you brothers even before the pangs of your birth and embrace kinship with 
you even before you have been born. For I know — I manifestly know — that 
you will soon be led to great honor and a great position. But with those 
who are about to receive a magistracy, all are accustomed to show them 
honor even before they take the position, using this homage to store up 
some goodwill for themselves in the future. This is precisely what I am 
doing now, for you are about to be led not into a mere magistracy but 
into the kingdom itself, and indeed not simply into any kingdom but the 
kingdom of heaven. This is why I am begging you, and coming to you as a 
supplicant, that you remember me when you enter that kingdom.’ 

It was Joseph who said to the chief cupbearer, “Remember me when you 
are doing well,” and now it is I who am saying this to you: remember me 
when you are doing well. I am not asking for this as a repayment for visions 
as he did; I haven’t come to decipher dreams for you but to explain the 
things in heaven and to convey good news of great boons — that which eye 
has not seen, that which ear has not heard, that which has not entered into 
a human heart.} These are the things that God has prepared for those who 
love him.+ And so Joseph said to that cupbearer, “Three days from now 
Pharaoh will reinstate you to your position as chief cupbearer.”5 I am not 
saying that three days from now you will come to pour wine into the mon- 
arch’s cup, but that thirty days from now the king of heaven, not Pharaoh, 
will restore you to your homeland above, to the free Jerusalem,’ to the city 
in heaven. He said, “You will put the cup into the Pharaoh’s hands.”’ I am 
not saying that you will put the cup into the king’s hands, but that the king 
himself will put that awe-inspiring cup, filled with great power and more 
precious than each and every creation, into your hand. Those who have 
already been initiated know the strength of this cup, and you will know it a 
bit later. And so remember me when you go into that kingdom, when you 
put on the royal garment, when you wear the purple dyed in the Master’s 
blood, when you don a diadem more luminous than the sun’s rays, one that 
possesses a glimmering luster on all sides. Such are the bridegroom’s wed- 
ding gifts, greater than what we deserve, but deserving of his benevolence. 

These are the reasons why I am already giving you my blessing here 
before those sacred bridal chambers. And not only do I give you my bless- 
ing, but also my commendation for your prudence: you haven’t come to 


t See Lk 23:42. 2 Gn 4o:14. 3 See 1 Cor 2:9, quoting Is 64:4. 
4 1 Cor 2:9. 5 See Gn 4o:13. 6 See Gal 4:26. 7 See Gn 4o:13. 
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the illumination in your final gasps as do procrastinators, but like mindful 
slaves who are prepared to obey the Master with much goodwill, you have 
already brought the neck of your soul here under the yoke of Christ with 
great forbearance and eagerness. You accepted the easy yoke and took on 
the light burden.* 

Even if you and those initiated in their final moments share equally in 
the grace, the choice and the preparations are not equal. For they receive it 
in bed, while you do so in the bosom of the church, the common mother to 
all of us; they with wailing and weeping, while you with joy and gladness; 
they with groaning, while you with thanksgiving. They do so debilitated by 
a great fever, while you are filled to the brim with great spiritual pleasure. 
In your case, then, everything accords with the gift, while in their case 
everything opposes the gift: those being initiated then lament and wail 
loudly, children stand around crying, a wife claws at her cheeks, friends are 
downcast, and servants are filled with tears. The whole mood of the house- 
hold resembles that of a stormy winter day. Were you to open up the very 
heart of the man lying down, you would discover something more morose 
than these things. Just as winds that blow with great force in opposite direc- 
tions cut the sea up into many waves, so too do the thoughts of dreadful 
things that occupy someone at that time fall upon the soul of the suffering 
man and divide his thought among many anxieties. When he looks at his 
children, he contemplates their orphanhood. When he gazes at his wife, 
he considers her widowhood. When he sees his servants, he reflects on the 
desolation of his entire house. When he returns to himself, he calls to mind 
his present life and, since he is soon to be torn away from it, welcomes 
the dense cloud of despondency. Such is the soul of someone about to be 
initiated [at the end of life]. Then, amidst the clamors and this disturbance 
the priest enters. To the suffering man’s family he is more frightening than 
the fever itself and harsher than death, for the entrance of the presbyter is 
thought to be a greater source of despair than the voice of the physician, 
which itself despairs for his life, and the topic of eternal life seems to be a 
guarantee of death. But I have not yet come to the denouement of evils. 
Amidst close friends who are clamoring and preparing themselves, his soul 
often jumps out of the body and leaves it deserted, giving no gratification 
to the many present. For when the one who is about to be illuminated nei- 
ther recognizes those present nor hears their voices nor is able to respond 


8 See Mt 11:30. 
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with those words through which he will enter into the blessed contract 
with the common Master to all of us, but lies there like lifeless wood or 
stone, in no respect different from a corpse, what good does the initiation 
do him in this comatose state? 

2. The one who is about to approach these sacred and awe-inspiring 
mysteries should be awake and alert, pure of every temporal anxiety, filled 
to the brim with lots of temperance and enthusiasm. He must banish from 
his mind every thought alien to the mysteries and prepare a pure house- 
hold in every respect as if he were about to welcome the king himself. This 
is what the preparation of your mind should be, this is what your thoughts 
should be, and this is what the purpose of your soul should be. For your 
best intention, you can expect a worthy recompense from God, who show- 
ers repayment on those who demonstrate their obedience to him. Since 
fellow-slaves should make their own contributions, we too will make our 
contributions, not that they’ll be ours but rather the Master’s. “For what 
do you have,” he says, “that you did not receive? And if you did receive it, 
then why do you boast as if you didn’t receive it?”’ This is the first point 
I wanted to make: why in the world did our fathers pass over the entire year 
and legislate that the children of the church should be initiated at this par- 
ticular time? And why, after our instruction, do they have you take off your 
sandals and disrobe, and be escorted naked and barefoot with only a short 
frock toward the voices of exorcists? For they did not simply prescribe this 
attire and time to us willy-nilly, but each of these things has a mysterious 
and ineffable logic. I would like to tell it to you, but I see that my discourse 
now pushes us toward a different, more compelling topic. For I must say 
what baptism actually is, and why it entered our way of life, and what sort 
of boons we get from it. 

But if you don’t mind, let’s first discuss the appellation for this mysterious 
purification. For it has not a single name, but many and manifold. It is 
called the purifying bath of regeneration: “He saved us,” he says, “through 
the bath of regeneration and renewal of the Holy Spirit.”"° It is also called 
illumination, and again it is Paul who called it this: “Remember your 
former days when, just after you were illuminated, you endured a great 
trial of sufferings,”'' and again, “It’s impossible for those who were once 
illuminated and who tasted the heavenly gift yet fell away to be renewed 


12 


again to repentance.””* It is also called baptism: “Whoever has been 
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baptized into Christ has put on Christ.” It is called a burial: “You have 
been buried with him,” he says, “through baptism into his death.”" It is 
called circumcision: “By stripping the body of sin — the flesh — you have 
been circumcised in him with a circumcision not performed by hand.”*s It 
is called a crucifixion: “Our former self was crucified so that the body of 
sin may be brought to naught.”'* We could mention even more names than 
these, but lest we waste all our time on the appellations for this spiritual 
gift, let us pause our discourse here and go back to the first appellation to 
speak about its meaning. 

Let’s hoist our instruction to a slightly higher place for the time being. 
‘The common bath for all people is that at the bathhouses, the one that cus- 
tomarily cleans filth from the body. There is also the Jewish bath,’’ nobler 
than the bathhouse but far inferior to the bath of grace. For the Jewish 
bath cleans corporeal filth, and not only corporeal filth but also the filth 
that accumulates in a weak conscience. There are many things not impure 
by nature that become impure due to a weakness of conscience. Just as with 
children masks and other spooky things are not by nature frightening, but 
rather appear to be frightening to children because of the weakness of their 
nature, so too with the things of which I speak. For example, touching dead 
bodies is not impure by nature, but when done with a weak conscience, 
it makes the one who touches impure. That the thing is not impure by 
nature, Moses himself, the one who classified these things, made clear. He 
carried Joseph’s entire corpse with him and remained pure.'* This is also 
why Paul, when discussing how this impurity comes about not by nature 
but due to a weakness of conscience, tells us in the following way, “Nothing 
is profane in itself except to the one who considers it to be profane.”"» Do 
you see that impurity comes about not by the nature of the thing, but by 
the weakness of thought? And again, “All is pure, but something can be evil 
to the person who eats in a scandalous way.”*° Do you see that the cause of 
impurity is not eating, but eating in a scandalous way? 

3. The Jewish bath purges this kind of stain whereas the bath of grace 
purges not this but the true impurity that accompanies the body and the 
great stain that was put upon the soul. It purifies not those who have 
touched dead bodies but those who have touched dead deeds. If some- 
one is effeminate, if someone is a fornicator, if he is an idolater, if he has 


13 Gal 3:27. 14 Rom 6:4. 15 Col 2:11. 16 Rom 6:6. 
17 Chrysostom is probably thinking of the prescriptions for ablution at Lv 15:1-18. 
18 Ex 13:19; Heb 11:22. 19 Rom 14:14. 20 Rom 14:20. 
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worked at anything dreadful, if he is misanthropic — after falling into the 
pool of water, he emerges from the divine streams purer than the sun’s rays. 
Lest you think my words are an empty promise, listen to Paul as he speaks 
about the bath’s power: “Make no mistake: idolaters, fornicators, adulter- 
ers, effeminate men, those who sleep with men, the avaricious, the drunk, 
the abusive, and the rapacious will not inherit the kingdom of God.”*' 

What, one might ask, does this have to do with our discourse? It is to 
show you the object of our investigation, whether the bath’s power purges 
all these things. Very well, listen to what comes next: “And some of you 
used to be these things, but you were washed, made holy, and made right- 
eous in the name of our lord Jesus Christ and in the Spirit of our God.” 
While we promised to show you that those who go into the bath become 
pure of all fornication, this verse demonstrated something greater. They 
not only become pure, but also holy and righteous. For he said not only, 
“You were washed,” but also, “You were made holy and you were made 
righteous.” What could be more counterintuitive than this, when right- 
eousness is engendered without toil, sweat, and achievements? So great is 
the benevolence of the divine gift that it makes us righteous without any 
sweat. If an epistle from a king, consisting of only a few words, lets peo- 
ple responsible for countless crimes go free and even brings others to the 
highest honor, how much more will God’s all-powerful Holy Spirit deliver 
us from all evil and freely bestow great righteousness on us and fill us with 
much freedom! As a spark that falls into the middle of a vast sea is imme- 
diately extinguished and vanishes once it is plunged into the great volume 
of water, so too all human wickedness, when it falls into the pool of divine 
streams, is plunged down and made to vanish more quickly and easily than 
that spark. 

One might ask why, if the bath discharges all our sins, is it not called 
the bath of the forgiveness of sins or the bath of purification rather than 
the bath of regeneration? Because it does not simply forgive our sins and 
it does not simply purify us of our faults, but it does so as if we were born 
anew.’} For it creates and constructs us anew, remolding us not from earth 
but creating us out of another element — the nature of water. It does not 
merely wipe the vessel clean but recasts the entire thing again. For what 
has been wiped clean, even if thoroughly cleaned out, still has traces of its 
basic quality and bears the stain’s remnants, while what is put back into 


21 1 Cor 6:9-10. 22 1 Cor 6:11. 23 See Jn 3:3, 3:7. 
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the furnace and renewed by the flame emits the same luster as newly made 
vessels once it emerges from the kiln, having put aside all its filth. So just 
as someone who takes and smelts a golden statue made filthy with much 
time, soot, dust, and rust, and returns it to us in its purest and brilliant 
state, so too does God take and smelt anew our nature, since it was rusted 
with the rust of sin, since it accumulated much soot from our faults, since 
it destroyed the beauty that he put in it at the beginning. As if into the 
furnace, he throws us into the water and lets loose the grace of the Spirit 
instead of the flame. Then finally, with great luster, he brings us up from 
there, newly made and fresh, to look upon the sun’s rays. He has shattered 
the former self and constructed a new, more luminous one than the former. 

4. The ancient prophet gave us an inkling of this shattering and this 
mysterious purification when he said, “You will shatter them like a potter’s 
vessel.”*+ That this sentence pertains to the faithful, he plainly shows us in 
the preceding lines: “For you are my son,” he says, “today I have begotten 
you. Ask from me and I will give you the nations as your inheritance and 
the ends of the earth as your possession.”*5 Did you notice how he men- 
tioned the church of the Gentiles,*® and how he said Christ’s kingdom has 
extended everywhere? Again, he says next, “You will shepherd them with 
an iron rod”*’ — not heavy but strong — “You will shatter them like a pot- 
ter’s vessel.” Look, we have now ascertained the more mysterious meaning 
of the bath. For he does not simply say vessels made of mud, but rather 
a potter’s vessel. Pay close attention here. Shattered mud vessels cannot 
be put back together on account of the solidity that the fire instilled into 
them once and for all. However, a potter’s vessel is not made of mud but of 
clay. This is why, when misshapen, they can easily be restored to a second 
form with the artisan’s know-how. Whenever he speaks of irreversible mis- 
fortune, then, he says not “potter’s vessel” but “mud vessel.” Accordingly, 
when [God] wanted the prophet to instruct the Jews that he had handed 
the city over to irreversible misfortune, he ordered him to take a mud jar, 
shatter it in front of the entire population, and say, “Thus shall the city be 
destroyed and shattered!”** But whenever he wanted to hold out propitious 
hope to them, he would bring the prophet down to the potter’s workshop. 
There he would show him not a mud vessel but a clay one that took its 


24 Ps 2:9. 25 Ps 2:7-8. 

26 Or “church of the nations.” In Christian usage, the Greek ta ethné often connotes the 
Gentiles. 

27 Ps 2:9. 28 See Jer 19:11. 
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shape in the potter’s hands but fell to the floor, and add this, saying, “If this 
potter could restore the vessel by taking it up after it fell to the floor, won’t 
I be far more capable of restoring you after you’ve fallen?”*? God, then, 
is capable of not only restoring us, who are but clay objects, through the 
bath of regeneration, but also bringing us, who have slipped away, back 
to our original position through perfect repentance after we’ve received 
the working of the Spirit. But this is not the time for you to hear words 
about repentance. May there never be a time when you come to need those 
remedies! May you always maintain the beauty and luster that you are now 
about to receive and preserve your uncontaminated state! 

That you may always maintain it, then, come, let us discuss with you a 
few things about your conduct. In this wrestling school the athletes risk no 
injury, for the match here is with your cohorts and they practice all their 
moves on their teachers’ bodies. When the time for the contests comes, 
when the stadium is opened, when the crowd is seated up above, and when 
the referee arrives, it is then inevitable that the losers fall and withdraw in 
great shame while the winners get the crowns and prizes. The same is true 
in your case: these thirty days are like exercises and drills in a wrestling 
school. Let us now learn from this how to prevail over that wicked demon, 
for after the baptism we’ll strip down against him to fight and battle him. 
Let us now learn from this his grips, and the source of his wickedness, and 
how he is able to abuse us effortlessly. That way, when the contests come 
about, we’ll encounter no strange experiences or disturbances as if we were 
seeing his moves for the first time. Rather, having already practiced among 
ourselves and studied all his strategies, let us confidently grapple with him 
during our showdowns. 

He is accustomed, then, to abuse us from all sides, but especially through 
the tongue and mouth. For he has no instrument so well suited to our 
deception and destruction as an unbridled tongue and an unchecked 
mouth. This is where we make many mistakes; this is where we commit 
crimes. To indicate how easily slip-ups come about by the tongue, a certain 
writer said, “Many fall by the sword, but not as many as by the tongue,”3° 
and to exhibit the severity of the mistake, he again said, “A slip-up that is 
due to the ground is better than a slip-up that is due to the tongue.”3: What 
he means is this: it is better, he says, to fall and shatter your body than to 
emit a word that destroys our soul. He not only speaks about our mistakes, 


29 See Jer 18:6. 30 Sir 28:18. 31 Sir 20:18. 
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but also advises us to take a great deal of forethought lest we stumble, thus 


932 


saying, “Make a door and bolt for your mouth,”»? not that we might con- 
struct doors and bolts, but that we quite securely block the tongue from 
inappropriate words. Again in another place, showing that, to restrain this 
beast within, we need reinforcement from on high along with and before 
our own effort, the prophet raised his hands to God and said, “The lifting 
of my hands is an evening sacrifice. Lord God, put a guard on my mouth 
and a door of fortification on my lips.” He who gave us advice earlier says 
again, “Who will place a guard on my mouth and a cunning seal on my 
lips?”3+ Do you notice how each prophet fears, laments, and gives counsel 
on these mistakes and prays that the tongue may benefit from a powerful 
guard? 

One might ask why, if this instrument brings so much ruin to us, did God 
put it in us at the beginning? Because it also has great utility. If we try, it 
can have a useful purpose alone and not a ruinous one. Well, listen to what 
the speaker of those previous words said: “Life and death lie in the hand of 
the tongue.”’5 Even Christ indicates the same things by saying, “From your 
words you will be condemned; from your words you will be made right- 
eous.”3° The tongue occupies an intermediate position because it can be 
used for either purpose. You are in charge of it. In the same way the sword 
also occupies an intermediate position. It can be a protective instrument 
for you if used against your enemies. However, if you strike a blow against 
yourself, the cause of your wound is not the iron’s nature but rather your 
own transgression. Let us regard the tongue in the same fashion. It is a 
sword occupying an intermediate position: sharpen it against the evidence 
of your own sins, but don’t strike a blow against your brother. This is why 
God surrounded it with a double barrier — the barricade of the teeth and 
the covering of the lips — that it would not easily and inconsiderately spout 
unseemly words. Bridle it within yourself. But if it won’t be restrained? 
Chasten it with your teeth as if you were handing its body over to these 
public executioners — bite it! Better for it to be bitten by your teeth when it 
sins now than to obtain no consolation when it’s looking for a drop of water 
later as it’s being fried. And so many and various are its customary sins: 
abusing, blaspheming, emitting disgraceful words, quibbling, swearing 
oaths, and committing perjury. 


32 Sir 28:25. 33 Ps 140(141):2-3. 34 Sir 22:27. 
35 Prv 18:21. 36 1 Tm 12:37. 
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5. But so as not to overwhelm your mind by saying all these things at 
once to you, we will now put a single law to you, one that concerns keeping 
guard over your oaths, by proclaiming and stating explicitly the following. 
If you do not flee oaths - and I mean if you do not flee both perjuries 
and oaths taken in the service of justice - we won’t speak to you about 
any other subject. For it is absurd for grammar teachers to give their stu- 
dents a second subject of study before seeing the first one firmly fixed in 
the students’ memory, and for us [to give] further subjects so long as you 
cannot accurately recite the previous ones. It would be no different than 
“drawing water in a leaky jar.”37 And so lest you silence us, try your best in 
this pursuit, for this sin is a serious one, a really serious one. It’s so serious 
because it doesn’t seem serious. I’m afraid of it because no one is afraid of 
it. The affliction is incurable because it doesn’t seem to be an affliction. Just 
as simply talking does not constitute a crime [itself], so too does this not 
seem to constitute a crime — but such a transgression is undertaken with 
great boldness! If anyone were to categorize this as a crime, a great deal 
of laughter and derision would immediately follow, directed not at those 
who were accused for their oaths but at those who wanted to rectify the 
affliction. This is why I am extending my long discourse on these matters, 
for I want to yank up a deep root and expunge a long-lasting vice. 

I am not only speaking about perjuries, but also those oaths taken in 
good conscience. One might say that so-and-so is an upstanding person, 
serves in the priesthood, and spends his life in great chastity and reverence. 
Don’t tell me that he is an upstanding man, a chaste man, a reverent man, 
and serves in the priesthood. Rather, if it pleases you, take him to be a Peter 
or a Paul, or an angel descended from heaven. I have no regard for the rank 
of individuals. When it’s a question of oaths, it’s not the law of a slave that 
I read, but that of a king. When a king’s letter is read, let the entire rank of 
slaves be silenced. If you can say that Christ bade us to swear oaths, or that 
Christ did not rebuke it when it happened, show me and I'll be persuaded. 
But if he made a strenuous effort to keep us away from them, and gave so 
much forethought to the issue so as to set the one who swears oaths with 
the Wicked One (“What goes beyond these” — by which he means a simple 
yes and no — “comes from the devil”3*), why are you introducing one man 
or another into our discussion? God will not cast his vote for you based on 
the indolence of your fellow-slaves, but based on the laws he has imposed. 


37 Acommon proverb for laboring in vain; see, e.g., Xenophon, The Economist 7.40. 
38 Mt 5:37. 
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We must obey, it says, what he commanded. We must neither propose 
so-and-so [as an exception] nor waste our time on the vices of strangers. 
‘Tell me, is this why sinning is a harmless endeavor for us, because the great 
David committed a serious sin? This is precisely why we should keep safe 
and emulate the accomplishments of the saints alone. Ifindolence or devia- 
tion from the law exists anywhere, we must run from it with great haste, for 
we do not settle our account with our fellow-slaves but with the Master. To 
him we will give records of our entire lives, so let us be ready for that tribu- 
nal. Even if the transgressor of this law is admirable and great ten thousand 
times over, [the Master] will always dole out the penalty prescribed for the 
deviation, for “God shows no partiality.” 

How, then, and in what way can we flee the sin? We must not only show 
that it is a serious crime, but also give counsel on how we are acquitted. 
Do you have a wife? A slave? Children? A friend? A relative? A neighbor? 
Rely upon all of them to guard you in these matters. Is the habit hard and 
grueling to break and difficult to guard against? Does it often attack us 
against our will and without our realizing it? Certainly, the more you are 
conscious of the power of habit, the more you will try to set yourself free 
from a wicked habit and shift yourself to another, more advantageous one. 
As often as habit can trip you up when you are now exerting yourself, keep- 
ing guard, exercising deliberation, and focusing on it, you can shift yourself 
to the good habit of not swearing oaths. Never will you be able to fall into 
the errors of oaths unwillingly or because of indolence. For habit is quite 
formidable, and it has the power of nature. So lest we continuously toil, let 
us change ourselves over to a different habit by asking each of your friends 
and family to do you this favor, to counsel and advise you to flee oaths as 
well as to rebuke you when they catch you swearing one. They can keep 
watch over you; they can counsel and advise you for success. The one who 
accuses another for swearing oaths will not easily fall into this pit himself. 
Being in the habit of swearing oaths, not only in regard to the most trivial 
of things but also the most important ones, is no trifling pit. When we 
purchase vegetables and argue over a couple of obols, or when we become 
angry with our slaves and threaten them, we everywhere summon God as 
our witness. And yet for such matters in the marketplace you wouldn’t dare 
summon as a witness a free person, someone vested with some minor dig- 
nity, and even if you tried, you would pay the price for the insult. But when 
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getting into disputes about goods for sale and money and trifles, you drag 
the King of heaven and the Master of angels to the witness stand? How 
can you stand for this? How can we be set free from this wicked habit? By 
surrounding ourselves with the guards of whom I spoke. By determining a 
specific amount of time for correcting ourselves and by imposing a penalty 
if we haven’t rectified it when the time lapses. 

How much of our time, then, will suffice for this? I don’t think that those 
who are adamantly sober and alert,*° and watchful over their salvation will 
need more than ten days to be completely set free from the wicked habit 
of oaths. But if we have been spotted swearing oaths after ten days, we 
ought to impose a penalty on ourselves and determine a severe punishment 
and sentence for the transgression. What should the sentence be? I won’t 
determine this for you; I leave you in charge of your own decision. Thus 
let us administer our own affairs with respect to not only oaths but also 
other smaller matters, determining the time for the very serious punish- 
ments we impose upon ourselves if we ever fall into them. We will come 
to our Master pure and be set free from the fire of hell. We will stand with 
confidence before Christ’s tribunal. May we all arrive there, by the grace 
and benevolence of our Lord Jesus Christ: glory be with him, to the Father, 
along with the Holy Spirit forever and ever. Amen. 


Stavronikita 7 


That the relics of the martyrs are an opportunity for our greatest profit. That we 
must despise all worldly things and cling to spiritual ones. How prayer and charity 
are good. To the newly illuminated. 


1. Showing that his providence for the human race is great and distin- 
guished, the benevolent God not only crafted his entire creation, stretched 
out heaven, spread out the sea, set the sun ablaze, made the moon to shine, 
freely offered us the earth for our home, and provided everything from the 
earth for the sustenance and protection of our bodies, but also freely offered 
us the relics of the holy martyrs. Although he took their souls — for it says, 
“The souls of the righteous are in God’s hand” — he has left us their bod- 
ies in the meantime as a suitable exhortation and comfort so that we may be 
inspired to zeal and imitation by standing next to the tombs of these saints 


40 Seer Pt 5:8. 41 Ws 3:1. 
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and, by beholding them, receive a reminder of their accomplishments and 
the compensation reserved for their accomplishments. 

2. Great advantage consequently will accrue to our souls should we 
remain sober. For no discourse can train and guide us to philosophy and a 
contempt for the present life to the degree that the sufferings of the mar- 
tyrs can. They resound more brilliantly than a trumpet and through their 
actions show everyone the amount of compensation and extravagant pay- 
back they received for their toils. For to the same extent that speech falls 
short of deed, our words fall short of these saints’ teaching. 

3. Well, beloved, whenever you come here and consider in your mind 
that this entire crowd hurried to gather with such urgency in order to cling 
to the dust and reap the blessing from this place, how then would you not 
be elevated in your mind and strive to display a zeal equal to the martyr 
so as to be deemed worthy of the same compensation? If they enjoy such 
honor from us, their fellow-slaves here, consider the size and scope of the 
clout* they'll enjoy before the Master on that dreadful day+ when they’ll 
shine forth more brightly than the sun’s splendor. For it says, “At that time 
the righteous will shine out like the sun.”# 

4. Since we realize the magnitude of clout they have, let us always have 
recourse to them and ally ourselves with them. For if people who have 
clout with an earthly king can confer many great benefits on those who 
have recourse to them, how much more will these saints provide us — if 
only we do our part - with the greatest profits since through their particu- 
lar sufferings they acquired clout before the king of heaven. Their patron- 
age will be able to confer benefits on us then especially so long as we aren’t 
indolent but endeavor to draw the Master’s benevolence to ourselves with 
assiduity and concern for our way of life. 


42 In Greek, tés parrhésias, a term often translated as “freedom of speech,” “boldness,” or 
“license.” However, these phrases fail to capture the nuance of the Greek. Parrhésia 
is the quality, typically associated with philosophers, of not only being able to speak 
truth to power, but also being consequently heeded by virtue of the possessor’s sterling 
reputation for honesty and non-partisanship. In the context of patronage, parrhésia 
enabled its possessor to put trustworthy requests to social superiors on behalf of 
clients. For many Christians, martyr-saints obtained parrhésia before God, which they 
subsequently used to advocate on behalf of living Christians, through their unflinching 
endurance of immense sufferings. In the context of this homily, I have opted for “clout” 
and occasionally “influence” as a satisfactory translation that captures these connotations. 

43 The Day of Judgment at the end of time. 
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5. As if to spiritual physicians, then, let us have recourse to them contin- 
uously. For this is why the good Master has left us their bodies, that, when 
we come here and cling to them with a good condition of soul, we may 
receive from them the greatest cure for the body and soul’s infirmities. If 
we come with faith — whether we suffer in body or soul — we'll receive the 
appropriate treatment and thus return home. 

6. Yet in the case of bodily maladies we must often set out on a great jour- 
ney to get to the hands of a physician as well as spend money and come up 
with a slew of other incentives to convince him to bring the knowledge of his 
skill to bear on finding relief for the malady. But here we need none of those 
things — no great journey, no exertion, no round-trip, no outlay of money. 
Rather, it suffices to bring authentic faith and to shed warm tears with a sober 
soul; immediately one finds the soul’s cure and procures the body’s treatment. 

7. Have you seen the power of our physicians? Have you seen their gen- 
erosity? Have you seen their skill, undefeated by diseases? In fact, in the 
case of bodily maladies the disease’s severity often defeats the physician’s 
skill. But here you'll never see any such thing. Rather, if we make our pro- 
cession with faith, we reap the benefit immediately. Don’t be surprised, 
beloved: since they have endured everything on account of him and their 
confession to him while stripping themselves down and opposing sin to 
the point of blood, and since he wants them to shine forth even more bril- 
liantly through this and to increase their glory all the more even in this 
perishable life, it is in their honor that the benevolent Master lavishes gifts 
upon those who approach with faith. 

8. That I’m not merely paying lip service to them, the very experience of 
their actions will testify. I’m quite certain that you'll speak up and testify. 
Which woman was it who, when her husband was on a journey and she was 
having a hard time with the separation, came here and set her supplication 
through the holy martyrs before the Master of the universe? Did she not 
bring him back from the great journey more quickly? And again what other 
woman was it who, convulsing, so to speak, and tearing up her insides at 
seeing her own child besieged by a critical illness, arrived here, let loose 
warm tears, and rallied these saints (I mean, those wearing Christ’s crown) 
to intercession on her behalf? Did she not expel the disease right away and 
make the ill child return to health? 

g. Many have fallen upon hard times and see unbearable dangers loom- 
ing over them, yet when they arrive here and fervently pray, they escape 
the trial of all those terrors. And why do I speak of bodily ailments and 
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difficult situations? Many are tyrannized by the devil himself and besieged 
by the passions of the soul, yet when they come to these spiritual physicians 
and spell out their specific trespasses, verbally laying bare their ulcers, so 
to speak, they receive such relief from this that they immediately feel their 
conscience lightened and return home with a great deal of reassurance. 

10. Just as spiritual fountains can pour forth abundant streams, so too 
the Master has freely offered us the tombs of the holy martyrs. And just 
as watery fountains are unreservedly open to everyone who wants to draw 
from their streams, and anyone takes as much as his jug can hold and 
then leaves, so too can we indeed look at these spiritual fountains. These 
fountains here are open to everyone without any distinction of persons. 
Whether rich or poor, slave or free, man or woman,*' each receives from 
these divine streams an amount corresponding to the volume of enthusi- 
asm he strived to contribute. 

11. Whereas in the former case it is jugs that are used for receiving water, 
in the latter it is thought, fervent enthusiasm, and a sober approach. He 
who approaches in this manner immediately gets countless boons since 
God’s grace invisibly lightens his conscience, provides a great deal of reas- 
surance, and finally prepares him to be set free from earth and to set sail for 
heaven. It is possible for someone entwined with the body to have nothing 
in common with the earth but rather to envision all the things in heaven 
and perpetually keep his mind on them. 

12. This is why Paul said, when writing to people intertwined with flesh, 
engaged in public life, and anxious for their wife and children, “Focus on 
the things above,”#° and adding after that, “where Christ is seated at the 
right hand of God,”#’ so that we may learn what this particular advice 
means and what it is to focus on the things above. I want you, he says, to 
focus on the ability to transfer your thinking there and on the things that 
remove you from earthly pursuits. “For your citizenship is in heaven.”** 
And so where you're registered, he says, is where you should strive to bring 
your whole mind and resolve to do those things that can proclaim your 
worthiness of the commonwealth there. 

13. And lest we think him to be imposing impossible duties that exceed 
our nature, he repeats his advice again and says, “Focus on the things above, 
not earthly things.”4? What is it that he wants to teach us? Focus not, he 


45 See Rom 2:11; Gal 3:28. 46 Col 3:1. 47 Col 3:2. 
48 Phil 3:20. 49 Col 3:2. 
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says, on things worthy of the earth. What are things worthy of the earth? 
Those that have no stability, that flutter away before they appear, that 
have no permanence or steadfastness, that dissipate in the present life, that 
wither before they bloom, that are subject to corruption. All such things 
are human, whether you mention wealth, political power, glory, corporeal 
beauty, or every condition of happiness for this life. 

14. This is why he used an important expression by saying, “Not 
earthly things,” wishing to indicate their considerable worthlessness with 
the designation “earthly.” So focus not on these things, he says, but on the 
things above. Instead of earthly things (since they are worthless), focus 
on the things above, he says, the things that are in heaven, that are stead- 
fast, that are co-extensive with perpetual eternity, that are seen with the 
eyes of faith, that have no expiration, that know no succession, and that 
have no limit. I want you to perpetually engage your thinking with those 
things. For becoming accustomed to them sets you free from earth and 
moves it toward heaven. 

15. This is why Christ said, “Wherever a person’s treasure is, there too is 
his heart.”5° When the soul receives a conception of those ineffable boons, 
it is elevated, so to speak, and imagines the enjoyment of them on a daily 
basis as if released from the shackles of the body. It cannot even form a 
notion of affairs on earth and instead runs past all of them as though they 
were a dream and a shadow. It keeps its thinking perpetually fixed there and 
thinks that it all but sees [those ineffable boons] with the eyes of faith. Each 
day it pushes itself toward the enjoyment of them. 

16. Let us then listen to the advice of this blessed and admirable teacher 
of the world, the noble trainer, the tiller of our souls, and let us focus on 
what he counsels. Thus we'll be able to enjoy the present things and obtain 
the future things. If we prioritize our quest for the latter, we shall also get 
the former as an added bonus. For he says, “Seek after the kingdom of 
God as well as his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 
in addition.”5* Accordingly let us not prioritize our quest for the present 
things that he promised to provide us as an added bonus lest, enacting what 
is contrary to the Master’s advice, we lose out on both. Does the Master 
wait for a reminder from us before providing us with his gifts? No, he 
knows what we need before we ask him. Well then, should he see us striv- 
ing for future things, he will grant us enjoyment of them and abundantly 


50 Mt 6:21. 51 Mt 6:33. 


259 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


provide the present things that he promised to lavish upon us as an added 
bonus. So, I beg you, let us prioritize our quest for the spiritual and focus 
on the things above, not earthly things, so that we may obtain the former 
and enjoy the latter. 

17. [hese martyrs are holy because they focused on and sought after the 
things above while disdaining earthly things. This is why they obtained 
the former in abundance and enjoy honor here on a daily basis even if they 
don’t need it, having disdained it once and for all. Nevertheless, that we 
may be able to reap the blessing from them, they accept the honor from us, 
even though they don’t need it, for our benefit. 

18. To learn, beloved, how they disdained everything in the present life 
and enabled themselves to obtain those immortal boons, use the power of 
your reason to consider with me that, while they saw with their corporeal 
eyes the tyrant breathing fire, grinding his teeth, showcasing his rage more 
intensely than a lion, preparing a fire to burn under both frying pans and 
caldrons,** and doing everything to dominate and overthrow their think- 
ing, they envisioned those ineffable boons and gazed with the eyes of faith 
upon the king of heaven and the angelic population standing near him, 
having forsaken all earthly things. 

19. By shifting their focus to that place, they then had no regard for any- 
thing visible. Instead, seeing the executioners’ hands shredding their flesh 
and watching this perceptible fire burning and its embers crackling, they 
visualized the fire of hell. By fortifying their thinking like this, they sprang 
up, so to speak, in the face of the horrors without taking into account the 
present pain that occurred in the body and instead strived for perpetual 
repose. By focusing on the things above in accordance with the advice of 
this blessed man, they continued to the place where Christ is seated on the 
right side of God. They panicked at none of the visible things, but ran past 
them all, regarding them as a dream and shadow because their desire for 
future things gave wings to their thinking. 

20. Mark you, this is precisely why this blessed one recognized the 
strength of such counsel and said, “Focus on the things above, where Christ 
is seated at the right hand of God.”53 Look at the teacher’s insight, how he 
all at once raises those who obey him: cutting through all the angels, arch- 
angels, thrones, dominions, rulers, authorities, all those invisible powers, 
cherubim, and seraphim, he placed the focus of each faithful person beside 


52 See 4 Mc 8:12-13. 53 Col 3:1-2. 
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the king’s very throne and with his particular brand of teaching persuaded 
those who walk upon the earth to free themselves from the body’s shackles, 
to soar up, and to set their mind beside him, the Lord of the universe. 

21. Again, lest those who hear these words think that the counsel is too 
much for them, that the commands are impossible, and that it surpasses 
human power to adopt such focus, he said, “Focus on the things above, not 
earthly things,” and then added, “For you have died.”5+ Oh how his soul 
was set on fire and yearned greatly for God! “For you have died,” he says, 
all but stating, “What henceforth do you have in common with the present 
life? Why do you gawk at earthly pursuits? You have died, that is, you have 
become dead to sin and have bid farewell to the present life once and for all.” 

22. Then, lest they become disturbed at hearing, “You have died,” he 
quickly adds, “And your life has been hidden with Christ in God.”5> Your 
life, he says, is not apparent right now, for it has been hidden. No, don’t be 
active in the pursuits of this life as if you were alive, but be disposed to them 
as if you had died and were dead. Tell me, can someone who is dead in this 
life be active any longer in present pursuits? Of course not. Given that you 
have thus died once and for all, he says, and through baptism been made 
dead to sin, it follows that you have nothing in common with the passions 
of the flesh and earthly pursuits. “For our old self,” he says, “was crucified 
and buried through baptism.”5° Well then, accomplish no earthly deed and 
do not be active in present pursuits as though you were alive. For now your 
life has been hidden and remains unseen by the unfaithful, but there will 
be a time when it becomes apparent. Now is not your time; indeed, having 
died once and for all, do not desire to focus on earthly things. For thus the 
magnitude of your virtue is shown quite clearly when you are disposed to 
all mundane matters as if you have become dead to life, having prevailed 
against a focus on the flesh. 

23. Those recently deemed worthy of the gift of baptism should listen to 
these words, and all of us who partook of its grace long ago should accept 
the counsel of the teacher of the world. Let us think about the kind of 
people he wants those who have once and for all become partakers of the 
ineffable mysteries to be and how they should be aliens to the present life, 
not that they would expatriate from this world to some great distance, but 
that, while going about in its midst, they would be no different from those 
who do exist in some distant place. Rather, they should shine like stars and 


54 Col 3:3. 55 Col 3:3. 56 Rom 6:6. 
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through their actions show the unfaithful that they have moved to another 
commonwealth and have nothing in common with the earth and earthly 
pursuits. 

24. Just as you are now universally admired by all because of your lumi- 
nous dress and the luminosity of your garments shows the preeminence of 
purity in your soul, so too is it fitting for you recently deemed worthy of 
the gift and all of you who already enjoy its beneficence to become well 
known to everyone from here on out because of your superior citizenship. 
Like a torch, you should shine on all who look upon you. For this mantle is 
spiritual, and even if we are willing to preserve its luminosity with care, as 
time passes it will emit a more luminous sheen and a significant radiance of 
light, which can never happen with perceptible garments. Even if we took 
care of them endlessly, time would still consume them, age would still fade 
them, disuse would lead to moths eating them up, and many other things 
would damage these perceptible garments. However, if we strive to do our 
part, the mantle of virtue never gets stained or ages. Instead, the more time 
passes, the more it exhibits a luminous, thriving beauty and a light-like 
gleam. 

25. Did you notice this garment’s power? Did you notice this mantle’s 
luminosity, unyielding to time, unobscured by age? Did you notice the 
extraordinary beauty? I beg you, let us then strive to maintain this thriv- 
ing beauty and learn accurately what can maintain the luminosity of this 
beauty. So what can do it? Before all else intensive prayer as well as thanks- 
giving for what has already been provided and petition for the safekeeping 
of what has been given. For this is our salvation, this is the healing drug for 
our souls; this is the remedy for the passions engendered in the soul. Prayer 
is the wall around the faithful, prayer is our unbeatable weapon, prayer is 
the purificatory offering of our soul, prayer is the deliverance from our 
sins, prayer is the groundwork for countless boons. For prayer is nothing 
other than a discourse directed to God and a conversation with the Master 
of the universe. What then could be more blessed than being deemed wor- 
thy of continual conversation with the Master? 

26. To learn how great this boon is, consider with me those people all 
aflutter at present pursuits, those who differ from a shadow in no respect 
whatsoever. When they see anyone in continual discourse with an earthly 
king, they regard him as a spectacularly important man, declare him to 
be most blessed, and treat him as an admirable man worthy of the high- 
est honor. Well, if this great man is regarded as universally admired like 
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this, even though he is talking with another just like himself, someone who 
shares in his very nature and tells of his mundane and mortal pursuits, what 
would anyone say about a person worthy of discoursing with God, not on 
the subject of earthly pursuits but rather on the subject of the remission 
of sins, the forgiveness of faults, the safekeeping of what has already been 
provided, the things that will soon be provided, and the eternal boons? 
Such a person would be more blessed than anyone wearing a diadem if he 
could tip the scales above in his favor by his prayer. 

27. Before all else prayer in concert with abundant charity — the crown of 
our boons, the salvation of our souls — can preserve the luminosity of this 
spiritual mantle in perpetuity for us. This particular combination can get 
us countless boons from above; it can quench the fire of sins in our souls; 
it can yield for us a great deal of influence. It was Cornelius who used this 
combination to send up prayers to heaven. This is why he heard from the 
angel, “Your prayers and your charity have gone up as a memorial in the 
presence of God.”57 

28. Did you notice how much clout he acquired from it, a man who 
conducted his whole life in a soldier’s uniform?* Those enlisted in military 
service should listen and learn how it is no impediment to virtue for the one 
willing to stay sober. Rather, someone dressed in a soldier’s uniform can 
pay close attention to his virtue even if he has a wife, cares for children, is 
anxious for his household, and has been entrusted with public office. Note 
how admirable Cornelius was, dressing as he did in a soldier’s uniform and 
being a commander of soldiers — for he was a centurion — and how much 
consideration from above he was deemed worthy of, since he was willing, 
sober, and alert! To learn accurately that the grace from above flies to us 
only once we have done our part first, hear the story itself. For after he 
took the initiative by doing many abundant acts of charity and intensely 
persisting in his prayers, it was during the ninth hour, it says, that an angel 
appeared to him while he was praying and said, “Cornelius, your prayers 
and your charity have gone up as a memorial in the presence of God.” 

29. Let us not simply brush past what it said, but rather carefully 
consider the man’s virtue and then appreciate the Master’s benevolence, 
how he disregards nothing but lavishes his grace in the spot where he sees 
a sober soul. This person - a soldier who enjoyed no education, who was 
entangled in daily concerns, who had countless disruptions and distractions 


57 Acts ro:4. 58 Literally, “a military cloak and belt.” 
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throughout each day — did not spend his life in banquets, drinking, and 
gluttony, but showed great zeal at home in prayers and acts of charity. He 
was so assiduous in his prayers and in the performance of abundant acts of 
charity that he was declared worthy of the great vision. 

30. Where are those who set the decadent tables now, those who pour 
strong unmixed wine, and those who waste the day at banquets and oftentimes 
choose neither to pray before the feast nor to offer thanksgiving after the feast, 
but think that they are allowed to do everything with impunity because they 
hold offices, number themselves among the military ranks, and wear a soldier’s 
uniform? Let them look at this Cornelius’s assiduity in his prayers and the 
abundance of his acts of charity, and let them hide their faces in shame. 

31. Perhaps he is a trustworthy teacher not only for them, but also for 
all of us, including those who have taken up the life of monks and those 
dedicated to the ecclesiastical ministry. Will any of us ever be able to boast 
about having displayed the same degree of assiduity in prayers or being 
so generous in acts of charity as to become worthy of such a vision? This 
is why, I beg you, we should all emulate him now - soldiers and private 
citizens alike, everyone deemed worthy of such gifts — even if we haven’t 
done so previously. Let us not be inferior to the one who displayed such 
virtue with his soldier’s uniform. For only then will we be able to preserve 
the thriving beauty of this spiritual mantle of ours, so long as we precisely 
exhibit the combination of these virtues. 

32. If you don’t mind, to these let us add some other remarks that can 
contribute to the protection and incorruptibility of this mantle, I mean, 
temperance and sanctification. For the apostle says, “Pursue peace and 
sanctification, without which no one will see the Lord.”5? Indeed let us 
attend to this with precision by tracking our thoughts on an hourly basis 
and not letting the soul receive any filth or stain from vile ruminations. 

33. If we thus purge our mind and make every effort to care for it, we will 
prevail over the other passions with greater ease and come, step by step, to 
the very pinnacle of virtue. Since in this world we have already equipped 
ourselves with many spiritual provisions, we'll be able to be deemed wor- 
thy of those ineffable boons reserved for those who love him. May we all 
obtain them with the grace and benevolence of our Lord Jesus Christ: 
glory, power, and honor be with him, to the Father, along with the Holy 
Spirit, now and always, forever and ever. Amen. 


59 Heb 12:14. 
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Stavronikita 8 


Reception of and praise for those coming from the countryside. That all the right- 
eous received perceptible promises yet kept their minds focused on the intelligible 
rather than the perceptible, but in contrast we who have received the promise of 
the intelligible still gawk at the perceptible. That it is fitting that we strive to offer 
prayers and confessions at the church in the morning and evening. To the newly 
iMuminated. 


1. The noble teachers gave you a sufficient feast over the past few days and 
you enjoyed their constant spiritual advice, sharing in the copious blessing 
that comes from the relics of the holy martyrs. Come then, since those 
from the country who have flowed into our stream today have made our 
amphitheater all the more illustrious, let us set a bountiful table for them, 
a spiritual one filled with as much love as they have shown us. So, having 
given them this reward and welcomed their good disposition toward us, 
let us strive to show them much hospitality. For if they did not hesitate to 
complete the journey’s great length in order to offer us much gladness with 
their presence, today it is all the more incumbent upon us to set before 
them this bountiful spiritual nourishment so that they may thus return 
home after having taken sufficient provisions from it. 

2. They are our brothers; they are members of the church’s body. 
Accordingly, let us show our genuine love for them just as we embrace our 
own members. Let us not focus on their inarticulate backward speech but 
carefully reflect on the philosophy of their soul. Let us not focus on their 
barbarous tongue’ but take note of their inner purpose and the fact that 
they show through deeds what we who practice philosophy strive to teach 
in words.°' Through their works, they fulfill the apostolic law that orders us 
to get our daily nourishment from the activity of our hands.” 


60 This reference to the different language spoken by those from the countryside suggests 
that this instruction was given while John was a priest at Antioch (386-398). While 
Greek featured heavily in Antioch, the Semitic language Syriac was prevalent throughout 
the Near East in late antiquity. 

In Christian discourse from this period the expression “practicing philosophy” has a 
wide range of connotations. It can refer to, among other things, endeavors of theology, 
asceticism, and piety. Here it refers to the reverent conduct and disposition of those 
from the countryside, although in the sentence after next, it seems to refer to a quality 
possessed by priests and/or teachers. 

62 See 1 Thes q:t. 
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3. They heard the blessed Paul when he said, “Let us toil by working 
with our own hands,”® and again, “These hands served my needs and my 
companions.” By striving to fulfill these words through their works, they 
released a sound more brilliant than words, proving themselves worthy 
even of Christ’s blessing through their acts. For he said, “Blessed is the one 


65 


who does [my commandments] and teaches them.”°s For whenever teach- 
ing through works comes first, there is no longer a need to educate through 
words. You might even see both: while at one time one may stand beside 
the sacred tribunal, reading the divine laws and educating his hearers, at 
another he may be exhausted from his attention to the soil; at one time 
dragging the plow, cutting furrows in the ground, scattering seeds, and 
depositing them into the soil’s recesses, while at another grabbing the plow 
of teaching and putting the seed of divine studies into his pupils’ souls. 

4. Well then, let us not ignore their virtue by simply looking at their 
appearance and the style of their speech, but let us closely observe their 
angelic life and philosophical demeanor. They have banished all self- 
indulgence and gluttony — and not only these but also the rest of the moral 
slackness customary in the cities! They eat only as much as can suffice to 
sustain life and the rest of the time they occupy their mind with hymns and 
perpetual prayers, thereby imitating the angelic way of life. 

5. Just as those incorporeal powers have the sole task of singing hymns to 
the creator of the universe forever, in precisely the same way these admira- 
ble men devote all their time to hymns and prayers except when they satisfy 
the body’s need because they are entwined with flesh. They have said many 
goodbyes to temporal illusions and, through their superior lifestyle, strive to 
lead their hearers to imitate them. Who then could bless them as much as 
they deserve, being as they are educated in true wisdom but having no part in 
external education? Through their works, they show that the apostolic state- 
ment has been fulfilled: “God’s foolishness is wiser than human beings.”°° 

6. When you behold this uncultivated rustic —- who knows nothing more 
than farming and attention to the earth, who places no value on the present 
and elevates his mind to the boons stored up in heaven, who knows how to 
treat those ineffable boons philosophically and has a precise understanding 
of these things that philosophers (with their great focus on the beard and 
staff) could never fathom — how could you not take this as clear proof of 


63 1 Cor 4:12. 64 Acts 20:34. 
65 See Mt 5:19. Chrysostom has reversed the original verse’s verb order. 
66 1 Cor 1:25. 
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God’s power? Tell me, from what other source could they have obtained 
such a philosophy of virtue, and their lack of attachment to the visible, and 
their preference for the unseen and obscure and what exists in their hopes 
instead of what is apparent and exists in their hands? For it is faith when 
someone regards what God has promised, even if it does not appear before 
these bodily eyes, as more worthy of belief than what is apparent and lying 
before our eyes. 

7. Thus all the righteous earned a good reputation and deserved those 
ineffable boons. Thus the Master extolled the patriarch Abraham, who 
ignored the weakness of human nature and extended his whole mind to the 
power of the one who made the promises. This is the reason why the divine 
scripture extols him: “Abraham believed God,” it says, “and it was reckoned 
to him as righteousness.”°” This is why, when he heard at the beginning, 
“Go out from your land, from your family, and from your father’s house, 
and come to a land that I will show to you,” he quite enthusiastically 
obeyed, executed the command, abandoned his own land where he had just 
pitched his tent, and left without knowing where he would stay. However, 
he preferred the Master’s bidding to common sense and conventional wis- 
dom.°? Not only did he not haggle over the directive or grow troubled in 
his thinking, but also he fixed his gaze at the dignity of the one who bade 
him, ignored all the human hindrances, and set himself to a single task, not 
falling short of the directives. 

8. These events transpired for this righteous man, not only so that the 
greatness of his faith might be put on display, but also that we too might 
become emulators of the patriarch. For when he saw his prudent soul, God 
therefore wanted him to relocate to Canaan where, like a torch once for- 
gotten and concealed, he would then guide to a conception of piety those 
wandering around there whose mind was still incapacitated by the darkness 
of ignorance. This is precisely what happened. Through him, not only the 
Palestinians but also the Egyptians finally learned of God’s forethought for 
him and the righteous man’s virtue. Take note of the extraordinary qual- 
ity of his loftiness, how he neither stayed at the level of the visible once 
his yearning for God elevated him nor clung only to what was promised. 
Instead he envisioned what would come, and when God promised land for 
land and said, “Go out from your land and come to the land that I will show 
you,” he left and gave up the perceptible for the intelligible. 


67 Gn 15:6. 68 Gn 12:1. 
69 Literally, “what is evident and generally acknowledged.” 
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9. Does this statement perhaps strike you as a riddle? Don’t be disturbed. 
Let me add a demonstration so that you may learn how the righteous man 
held to his desire for the intelligible after he received a promise of percep- 
tible things. From what source will we then get a precise understanding of 
this? Let’s listen to the speaker himself, or better yet, to the blessed Paul — 
the teacher of the world, the one who has a precise knowledge of all these 
things — when he speaks about Abraham, and not only about him but also 
about all the righteous. When he wanted to mention the catalogue of the 
righteous, including Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, he said, “All of them died 
in faith without obtaining the promises, but they saw and greeted them 
from afar, while acknowledging that they were strangers and sojourners in 
the land.””° 

10. What do you mean, blessed Paul? Didn’t they receive the promises? 
Didn't they come to possess all of Palestine? Didn’t they come to be lords 
of the land? Yes, he says, they received Palestine and possession of the land, 
but with the eyes of faith they held to their desire for other things. And so 
he continues by saying, “Those who say these kinds of things make it clear 
that they are searching for a homeland. But if they were thinking of the 
place from which they left, surely they would have had an opportunity to 
return. However, as it is, they were craving a better place, that is, a heavenly 
one.”’' Did you notice their longing? Did you notice their desire? Did you 
notice how they were searching for that homeland and craving the heav- 
enly one even though God had promised them perceptible things on all 
sides and spoke about the land? This is why he added, “whose designer and 
craftsman is God.” Did you notice how they desired the intelligible and 
kept their minds focused on what does not appear to corporeal eyes but is 
apprehended by faith? 

11. My mind becomes disturbed by this, however, and my thinking mud- 
dled when I consider that we, for our part, are going about all these things 
in the wrong way. Just as the righteous of old held to their desire for the 
intelligible even though they received a promise of perceptible things, so 
too are we excited by the perceptible even though we received a promise 
of intelligible things. We are not listening to blessed Paul when he says, 
“The visible is temporary, the invisible eternal.”’3 Again, he makes it clear 
elsewhere that great things have been prepared for those who love God by 
saying, “That which eye has not seen, that which ear has not heard, that 


70 Heb 11:13. 71 Heb 11:14-16. 72 Heb 11:10. 73 2 Cor 4:18. 
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which has not entered into a human heart.” Yet after all his words we still 
gawk at present pursuits, by which I mean the present life’s wealth, glory, 
luxury, and social honors. Indeed, it seems that these are what count as 
illustrious in the present life. I say “it seems” since they are no different 
from shadows and dreams. 

12. With those who think they possess it, wealth rarely remains till the 
end of the day. Instead it is like a senseless runaway slave who moves from 
one person to another and leaves anyone who dealt earnestly with him 
stripped and deserted. The very experience of life’s circumstances stands 
over everyone as a teacher that wealth often casts danger all around those 
who desirously cling to it. The same is true of human glory, for he who 
appears illustrious and notable to everyone today in an instant becomes 
ignominious and despicable to everyone. 

13. And so what could be more pointless than these things, by which 
I mean the things that flutter away even before they appear, that never 
perdure but bolt quickly from those who get excited by them? Just as we 
can never observe a wheel staying put on any particular part of its rim 
since that part is perpetually rotating, going up and down, so too it is 
impossible to observe [constancy] in life’s circumstances. Human affairs 
make sudden shifts and the change is quick. Nothing remains stable or 
immovable, but everything is fickle and powerfully gravitates toward its 
opposite. What could be more ridiculous than those who gawk at and fix- 
ate on present things, regarding them as more valuable than what exists in 
perpetuity and always remains? 

14. This is why the prophet issues a vehement denunciation of those 
who get excited by these things and says, “They reckon these things as 
perduring, not as fleeting.”’5 See how in one word he wanted to commu- 
nicate their pointlessness. He did not say “as passing by,” he did not say 
“as changing,” and he did not say “as running past.” What was it that he 
said? “As fleeting,” wanting both to highlight their swiftness as well as their 
great and sudden variability and to train us never to be enamored by the 
visible but to have sure confidence in only those promises made by God. 
15. Even if countless hindrances come to be in the way, God’s promises 
can never fall away. Just as God is unchangeable, immutable, and always 
perduring in perpetuity, so too are his promises infallible and immovable, 
except when our effort somehow prevents them from coming to fruition. 


74 1 Cor 2:9. 75 Am 6:5. 
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In human affairs the opposite happens. Just as the nature of human beings 
is corruptible and perishable, so too do the gifts given by humans become 
corrupt and wither away — and reasonably so, since all us humans are cor- 
ruptible, and the nature of human gifts imitates our own nature. But in the 
case of God’s promises, we cannot suspect anything of the sort. Rather, 
it is only those promises that possess stability, immovability, solidity, and 
steadfastness. 

16. Therefore, I implore you, let us search after those things that always 
perdure and admit no alteration. This is why I made a point of bringing up 
this topic in your presence, so that I would make my advice common to all, 
to both those long ago initiated and those just now deemed worthy of the 
gift of baptism. Since over the past few days we have continuously come to 
the tombs of the holy martyrs to reap the great blessing from this place and 
to enjoy the copious teaching, and since the series of gatherings is finally 
about to break off, it is out of necessity that I remind your love to keep the 
memory of this important instruction fresh in your mind and to treat the 
spiritual as more precious than the temporal. 

17. With utter earnestness, come here to deliver your morning prayers 
and confessions to the God of the universe, to give thanks for what has 
already been provided, and to beg that he find you worthy of substan- 
tial aid in safeguarding your future. Thus after the exit procession each of 
you should engage in your respective professions with all reverence. Let 
one person hurry back to the activity of his hands, let another hasten to 
his military enlistment, and another to his political career. Let each per- 
son, however, approach his tasks with fear and anguish. Let each finish his 
workday obliged to come back here in the evening, to deliver to the Master 
an account of the entire day, and to ask his leniency for trespasses. For even 
if we are fortified like this countless times, we are still responsible for our 
many and various failures. We might have made an inappropriate utter- 
ance, or heard something useless, or stirred up an unbecoming thought 
in our mind, or looked about uncontrollably, or wasted our time uselessly, 
randomly, and to no needed purpose. 

18. This is why it is fitting for us to request the Master’s leniency in 
all these matters each evening and to have recourse and appeal to God’s 
benevolence. Conducting ourselves soberly in the nighttime, we should 
return again to our confessions in the morning. Consequently, if each of us 
administers his own life like this, we can pass through the sea of the present 
life without danger and be deemed worthy of the Master’s benevolence. 
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And when the time for our assembly summons us, let us place more value 
on the spiritual things and on the assembly here than on everything else, so 
that what we have in our hands may be administered securely.” 

19. For if we prioritize the spiritual, we’ll encounter no trouble in those 
other aspects of life since God’s benevolence provides us with much serenity 
in them. But if, neglecting the spiritual, we busy ourselves about only those 
other things and, failing to take account of the soul, we perpetually find our- 
selves engaged with the temporal, we’ll end up sustaining a loss in them and 
gaining nothing more in the spiritual. And so I implore you, do not reverse 
the order. Aware of our Master’s goodness, let’s leave all things to him and 
not stretch ourselves thin in temporal worries. For it is he who brought us 
into being out of nothingness because of his own benevolence; by how much 
more will he provide us with all his remaining providence. For it says, “Your 
heavenly Father knows that you need all these things before you ask him.””’ 

20. Look, this is why he wants us to be released from every such worry 
and to devote all our free time to spiritual concerns. Seek after, he says, the 
spiritual and I will abundantly provide everything corporeal. That’s how 
all the righteous earned a good reputation. Their virtue has brought this 
discourse of mine to its central point. For I was saying that they sought out 
the intelligible even though they received a promise of perceptible goods, 
whereas we act opposite to them and gawk at the perceptible even though 
we possess a promise of intelligible things. 

21. Look, this is why I beg you to imitate, even if we are now in grace, 
those who were able of their own accord to reach the great height of vir- 
tue, even prior to the Law,’* by the teaching that lay in their nature. Let 
us transfer all our effort to the soul’s care and trade in our worries. Let us 
surrender our anxiety and take responsibility for the soul’s care since it 
reigns supreme within us. Let us leave every worry and anxiety for the body 
to the common Master of all. 

22. The surest sign of his wisdom and unutterable benevolence is this: 
he entrusted us with the care of our better part, by which I mean the soul, 
using his deeds to teach us that he has endowed us with self-determination. 


76 Perhaps a reference to the Eucharist, reserved for those who have been baptized. 
John implores his congregation to maintain their own purity in order to maintain the 
Eucharist’s purity. 

77 Chrysostom conflates Mt 6:32 and 6:8. 

78 Referring to the patriarchs Abraham as well as Jacob and Isaac, who lived and were 
deemed righteous before the issuance of the Law. 
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He has left us to be in our own power, and he has left to our judgment the 
ability to choose virtue or resort to evil. However, he has taken it upon 
himself to apply his forethought to everything corporeal, wanting us to 
use this faculty to minimize human nature so that it neither trusts its own 
power nor thinks it possible to contribute anything to the sustenance of 
the present life. 

23. In fact this is why he pushes us, who have been honored with reason 
and deemed worthy of his special attention, to imitate the irrational crea- 
tures. He says, “See the birds in the sky, how they neither sow nor reap nor 
gather into storehouses, yet your heavenly Father nourishes them,”” as if 
to say, “If I worry so much about irrational birds as to provide everything 
for them without tilling and plowing, how much more will I be concerned 
for you rational creatures, so long as you choose to value the spiritual over 
the fleshly. IfI brought them and the entire creation into being for you, and 
I exercise great providence over them, won’t I think that you, for whom I 
brought all of these things into being, deserve greater solicitude?” 

24. And so I implore you, let us take confidence in God’s undertaking 
and strain our whole mind toward yearning for the spiritual. Let us regard 
everything as secondary to the enjoyment of what’s to come. That way, 
we'll obtain the present things in abundance and be able to both merit the 
boons promised to us and free ourselves from punishment in hell. Again, do 
not waste all the day’s time in indulgence, unprofitable conduct, depraved 
assemblies, banquets, and daily drunkenness lest we make what we’ve nobly 
collected wane through subsequent neglect. Instead let us cling securely to 
everything that God’s benevolence has given to us. 

25. As for you who have just now clothed yourself in Christ and received 
the Spirit’s visitation, I implore you especially to closely monitor the bright- 
ness of your mantle every day so that it doesn’t get blemished or wrinkled 
by inappropriate words, idle eavesdropping, base thoughts, or eyes that 
simply leap upon anything they randomly meet. Let us construct a wall all 
around ourselves by perpetually keeping that dreadful day on our mind so 
that we may deserve those ineffable gifts because we perdured in bright- 
ness and preserved the mantle of incorruption unblemished and unsullied. 
May we all obtain these with the grace and benevolence of our Lord Jesus 
Christ: glory, power, and honor be with him, to the Father, along with the 
Holy Spirit, now and always, forever and ever. Amen. 


79 Mt 6:26. 
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Theodore of Mopsuestia, Homily on Baptism 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


This homily is a selection from one of very few writings that survive 
from Theodore of Mopsuestia, who lived from 350 to 428 and served as a 
bishop for almost forty years. Historians from the late ancient period and 
the Middle Ages report that Theodore was an erudite and prolific writer. 
He composed biblical commentaries, theological treatises, anti-heretical 
works, and the group of writings from which this sermon is taken: training 
sessions for those Christians about to participate in ecclesiastical rituals for 
the first time. Many of his writings are no longer extant because, though 
Theodore was well respected in his lifetime, he was judged a heretic long 
after his death by the branch of Christianity associated with the Byzantine 
Empire. In 553 Theodore and two other writers were condemned post- 
humously. His reputation, however, remained strong in the Church of the 
East, where he eventually became revered as a saint. Because Syriac was the 
liturgical language of the Church of the East, Theodore’s training sessions 
survive only in a Syriac translation of the original Greek. 

‘This sermon, which prepares Christians for baptism, is perhaps most note- 
worthy for its metaphorical language. Theodore explains the rituals leading 
up to baptism and the responsibilities that baptism imposes on Christians, 
likening them to new citizens being registered in a city, or workers making 
contracts with the steward of a house, or pieces of property transferred from 
the authority of one person to another. We get a sense of what he thought 
baptism would be like for participants from these metaphors, but we also get 
key facts about the sequence of the ritual: the preceding exorcism and the 
memorization of a creedal statement as well as the ritual’s smaller details, 
such as how participants stood barefoot on a hair shirt during the proceed- 
ings. We also get a sense of Theodore’s scriptural sensibilities, as he uses 
various passages to explain the rituals his audience would soon experience. 
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For Theodore, baptism is a “symbol.” Indeed, for Theodore, all rituals 
are signs of events that have happened (like Christ’s Passion) or are hap- 
pening now, both on earth and in heaven. Theodore understands rituals 
as allowing human beings to participate in events beyond their own pres- 
ent moment. To preserve Theodore’s unique understanding of how ritual 
works, I have chosen to keep the word “symbol” in this text, although other 
translators frequently use “sacrament” to refer to the same word. 

This translation is prepared from Alphonse Mingana’s Syriac text 
(Commentary of Theodore of Mopsuestia on the Lord’s Prayer and on the 
Sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist (Cambridge: Heffer & Sons, 1933]), 
corrected in many places against the facsimiles published by R. Tonneau 
and R. Devreesse (Les homélies catéchétiques de Théodore de Mopsueste [Vatican 
City: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1949]). 


TRANSLATION 


Preface. The one who yearns to approach the gift of holy baptism approaches 
God’s church. He who is appointed to the task receives him according to 
the practice by which those who approach for baptism are registered; he 
also questions him about his habits. This ritual is performed for those being 
baptized by a designated sponsor. The one appointed for this task writes in 
the church’s book, adding to it your name and the sponsor’s, whether that 
person is just a witness or your guide to the city [of heaven]' and its way of 
life. The use of those experts called “exorcists” should absolutely be sought. 
It is also necessary that, when a verdict is spoken, the one who made the 
petition be silent: you should stand with hands extended as does one who 
prays and direct your gaze downward. This is why you stand barefoot, hav- 
ing shed your outer clothing. You stand upon the garment of hair, then you 
are commanded to apply your mind to the words of faith.’ 


xk Ke OK 


I think that in the last few days I have spoken long enough to you who 
approach the gift of baptism about the confession of faith that our blessed 
fathers established according to the tradition of our Lord — that venerable 
tradition by which the Lord desired that we be taught and baptized in the 


t Phil 3:20. 
2 This short summary is likely a later writer’s outline of what is to follow; it is made up of 
lines taken from different points of Theodore’s sermon. 
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name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. It was right for you 
to learn what you should imagine and even in what things you are baptized, 
so that you may demonstrate yourselves to be learning according to the 
tradition of our Lord and to be receiving baptism in the name of the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit. We also added things regarding prayer 
so that you would know precisely the teaching about those fitting ways of 
life that people who receive this great gift of baptism lead. For the time of 
the symbol is at hand and you are about to receive participation in holy 
baptism through the grace of God. Therefore it is right, and order requires 
that we speak to you about the symbol’s power, its consequences, and why 
each one happens. That way, when you learn what the cause of all of them 
is, you can receive those things that happen in great love. 

For every symbol is an indication, in signs and symbols, of invisible 
and ineffable matters. The person about to approach the symbol should 
receive clarification, especially for such things, so that he would know the 
power of [its] symbols. For if the matters themselves were in the things 
that happen, a discussion would be enough to explain it, since sight would 
sufficiently show us each thing by what is happening. But because the sym- 
bol contains the signs of things happening, or those that have happened, 
a discourse explaining the power of the signs and symbols is necessary. 
For the Jews “served according to manifestations and shadows of things 
happening in heaven.”+ The law was yet a “shadow of the good things 
that would come, not the image” of things themselves, as Paul has said.5 A 
shadow is evidence of the proximity of a body since a shadow cannot exist 
apart from a body; but it does not depict the body that it signifies as an 
image naturally does. When someone looks at an image, he knows what is 
depicted by it on account of the accuracy of the likeness, if he happens to 
know what it depicts. From a shadow, though, no one is ever able to deter- 
mine what it represents, since the shadow does not bear an exact likeness 
of the image, especially compared to the actual complete thing from which 
it comes. Everything in the law was like this: a shadow. All of it was only 
an indication of those things that are in heaven, as the apostle said. It is 
necessary that you learn what sort it truly is. 

Blessed Moses learned in a divine vision how to make two tabernacles, 
and then he made them. The first was called “holy” and the second “holy of 
holies.” The first was the likeness of that course and way of life that we now 


3 See Mt 28:19. 4 Heb 8:5. 5 Heb ror. 
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inhabit on the face of this earth. The second, called “holy of holies,” was the 
likeness of those places which are above the visible heaven, to which our 
Lord Christ ascended, taken on behalf of our salvation, and where he now 
resides. He grants us ascension to it, so that we might be with him there 
and dwell there, like blessed Paul said, “where first Christ entered on our 
behalf, and in the order of Melchizedek, he became a high priest forever.”° 
He spoke of Christ among the order of the high priests because he was the 
first to enter that order; entrance to it was granted to us through him. For 
the high priest’s task is being the first to approach God, then, after him, the 
remainder will approach through him. 

But since these things have not yet happened (they will happen at the 
end of time), the priests of the law did not at all fulfill the lawful service in 
that place called “holy of holies.” For it was utterly impregnable to human 
beings. Only once a year did the high priest enter it alone, and even he had 
to offer a sacrifice before entering; he did not have the authority to enter at 
just any time. The fact that he entered only one time a year makes it clear 
that mortal beings on the face of the earth exist within the legal way of life; 
they could not have any participation with heavenly things. Likewise, we as 
mortal beings do not have it in our nature to enter heaven. Heavenly places 
only become open to humanity after one of us has been taken up and, 
according to the law of human nature, has died and has risen wonderfully 
from the abode of the dead, and has become immortal and incorruptible by 
nature, and has ascended to heaven, becoming a high priest for those who 
remain and their sponsor for ascension to heaven. 

Therefore, a shadow of the good things to come existed in the law, in that 
an illustration of those things that would happen resided in it for the benefit 
of the people of that time. And thus they served as an example and a shadow 
of those things in heaven, since the former service used the tabernacle and 
the things that occurred in it to illustrate something clearly, namely, the way 
of life that is in heaven. It is that which our Lord Christ, who ascended on 
our behalf, showed to us, allowing all of us to participate in a matter entirely 
invisible to those in that time — so invisible that the Jews could expect the 
resurrection while having a shameful idea of what it would be like. It was 
not as it is with us and our idea that we will be changed to an immortal way 
of life. Rather, they thought, “we will eat and drink again, and marry.”’ We 
should find this is a great disgrace if it is right to believe the pronouncement 


6 Heb 6:20. 7 Lk 12:17; see Eccl 8:15. 
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in which our Lord said, “You are mistaken, not knowing the scriptures, for 
in the resurrection of the dead, they do not marry nor are they given in 
marriage; rather they are in fact like the angels.”* “They are children of 
God, being children of the resurrection.”® At one stroke he reproved their 
error about resurrection and taught that it would be right for us to suppose 
there would be some kind of divine way of life in which those who are res- 
urrected are plainly, as he said, “like the angels.” 

The things they grasped as illustrations and shadows have been 
accomplished now that our Lord Jesus Christ, who is from us and was 
taken up on our behalf, has died according to the law of humanity and 
has become immortal, incorruptible, and utterly immutable in his res- 
urrection. And thus he ascended to heaven and henceforward, by reason 
of his participation in our nature, is for us a sponsor of participation in 
the real thing. For in saying, “If the messiah is resurrected, how do some 
among you say there is no resurrection?” Paul clearly showed that reality 
compelled us to confess the existence of a resurrection. When we con- 
fessed it, it is clear that we also needed to have faith that it will happen 
to us.’° Therefore, of the things that have happened, we have genuine 
faith that they will happen to us as they happened to him. We perform 
this symbol of ineffable power, in which are the incomprehensible signs 
of the providence granted through Christ our Lord. From it we expect 
that what has happened to him will happen to us. For in line with the 
apostle’s pronouncement, it is clear to us that whether it is baptism or 
the service of our Lord’s table, we enact it to perform the remembrance 
of the death of our Lord Christ and of his resurrection, to reinforce the 
hope of it happening for us. 

On the topic of resurrection, he said, “We who are baptized in Christ 
Jesus were baptized in his death; we were buried in death with him in bap- 
tism, so that just as Jesus Christ has risen from the abode of the dead in the 
glory of his father, so too will we walk in new life.”"' Clearly he taught that 
we are baptized for this reason: to imitate the death and resurrection of 
our Lord and to enact the remembrance of what had taken place and also 
receive from this the satisfaction of the hope that is to come. Regarding 
participation in the holy symbols, he said, “Every time you eat of this bread 
and drink from this cup, you are recalling the very death of our Lord until 
his coming.”’? Our Lord also said, “this is my body,” broken for you; “this 


8 Mt 22:29-30. 9 Lk 20:36. 10 1 Cor 15:12. 
11 Rom 6:3-4. 12 1 Cor 11:26. 
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is my blood, shed for the many for the forgiveness of sins.”"3 So it should 
be clear that the service and the presentation of the offering are a remem- 
brance of Christ’s death and resurrection. From this we gather the fact 
that we are all expecting to gain participation with him. In the symbol, we 
complete the signs of the very things that happened to our Lord Christ so 
that, through those signs, participation with him might reinforce our hope. 
It would be best, therefore, to speak to you about the reason“ for all these 
symbols and signs. 

Our Lord God made the human being in his image from the earth's and 
truly honored humanity in many things - especially in calling it his own 
“image.” Because of this, only a human being came to be called “God” and 
“son of God.” If humanity were discerning, it would remain with the one 
who is the cause of all good things, for it is that one to whom good things 
truly belong. Since, though, humanity received and took up the image of the 
Slanderer, he — that is, the Slanderer, who had rebelled against God like a 
tyrant and had claimed the glory that should have been God’s, and on that 
basis wanted to usurp God — this Slanderer schemed with all sorts of strat- 
agems to draw humanity away from God. He took the glory of God upon 
himself, accusing God out of jealousy: he took on the hope and glory of a 
person’s helper.’® Since humanity was persuaded by his words and distanced 
itself from the laws God had given it, seeking the Evildoer as a perfect helper, 
God permitted it to return again to the earth from which it was taken. 

From sin, therefore, came death.'? Death then weakened nature and 
brought about a ponderous inclination toward sin. Both grew, one along 
with the other, while death in its vigor reinforced the multiplicity of sin. 
Thus mortality, through weakness, gave birth to many sins; even the laws 
that were given by God for the correction of sins helped to make them 
increase! Those who transgressed the laws reinforced the punishment in 
the multiplicity of sin. From such things, the Tyrant’s bitter will grew, he 
whose malfeasance toward us is the reason that our situation continually 
became more corrupted. He, in turn, leapt for joy and rejoiced! 

When these events started to cut off any hope for us, then, in his grace 
our Lord God willed to correct them for us. This was the reason why he 


13 Mt 26:26-28. 

14 Theodore is about to explain why events on earth are neither the only events that exist 
nor the most important ones; his discussion reveals a theory of reality that resides in two 
places. 

15 See Gn 1:27, 2:7. 16 Le.anangel. 17 See Rom 5:12. 
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took a human being from among us who became a careful guard of the 
divine laws and was found to be outside of all sin. Therefore, he was a 
free person, clearly beyond the sentence of death. The Tyrant, incapable 
of doing anything else, arranged for him to receive an unjust sentence of 
death through his servants the Jews. But the human being readily received 
it, for his case was in fact before God, the just judge. There, he was freed 
from the sentence of death, since it was iniquitously and unjustly brought 
against him. Then he was forever beyond death, immortal and incorrupti- 
ble by nature. Thus he ascended to heaven and is forever above the mal- 
feasance and the damage of Satan. This is how Satan became incapable of 
acting against him in any way, the human being who was immortal and 
incorruptible, immutable, dwelling in heaven and enjoying a great affinity 
with the nature of God. Because the human being taken up from among us 
had such a great boldness of speech before God, he was made an emissary 
on behalf of the entire species, so that in this great transformation the 
remainder of humanity might participate with him, just as blessed Paul 
said, “Who will accuse the chosen ones of God? God is the one who justi- 
fies, so who condemns? It was Christ who died and was risen as well, and 
he is at the right hand of the Father and petitions on our behalf.”"* He 
demonstrates how the good things which are for us are without change or 
transformation, since Christ died on our behalf, rose from the abode of the 
dead, and received affinity with the divine nature. He brings us toward par- 
ticipation in resurrection and the good things that come with it by means 
of his petitioning on our behalf. 

Instead of these things, we approach the symbol in which we enact the 
signs of the dissolution of the evil things from which we were redeemed, 
while we had no hope, and of the participation in these novel, great benefits 
which took their origin in our Lord Christ. And we too expect to delight in 
those things that are currently superior to our nature, which was not ever 
something we expected would happen to us. But we have put these things 
this way so that what we are saying may be perfectly clear to you. So it is 
time that we speak to you about the reason for each of the things that will 
occur after this. 

The one whois permitted to approach the gift of holy baptism approaches 
the church of God - the church which our Lord demonstrated to be in this 
world a type of heavenly things for the faithful when he said, “You are 


18 Rom 8:33-34. 
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Cephas, and on this rock I will build my church; the gates of Sheol will 
not subdue it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven. Whatever 
you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on 
earth will be loosed in heaven.” In this, he showed that he granted the 
church the likeness of heavenly things, so that whoever became familiar 
with the church also was familiar with the things of heaven, and whoever 
was estranged from the church would be clearly estranged from the things 
of heaven. Since the church’s guidance is entrusted to those who are estab- 
lished at its head, it is to them that Jesus spoke what he said to the blessed 
Peter, namely, that they have the keys to the kingdom of heaven, and what- 
ever is bound by their hands on earth is bound in heaven and whatever 
is loosed by their hands on earth is loosed in heaven. It is not as if they, 
human beings, are lords of this church, but rather that since this church 
received its power from God, those who are familiar with it and subjected 
to those who stand at its head necessarily acquire familiarity with heaven. 
Those outside that authority have no participation at all with heavenly 
things. 

Christ our Lord established a kingdom in heaven — it was something like 
a city that he established there, in which he has his own kingdom, which 
Paul calls “Jerusalem above”; it is, as blessed Paul said, “free and mother to 
all of us.”*° There is where we are expecting to dwell and to live. That city is 
replete with multitudes of angels and people without number, all of whom 
experience neither death nor transformation. Blessed Paul said, “You have 
approached Mount Zion, the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, 
multitudes of companies of angels, the church of the firstborn, those who 
are registered in heaven.”*' Those who are immortal and unchanging he 
calls “the firstborn” because they are worthy of adoption as children. As our 
Lord said, “They are children of God, being children of the resurrection,” 
and they are “registered in heaven” like those who dwell there now.” 

These things will become apparent in fact in the world to come, when 
“we are taken up in the clouds and we meet our Lord and are with him for 
all time,” according to the saying of the apostle.*3 He will take us and he 
will ascend to heaven, there where his kingdom will appear and where we 
will all exist with him as free people, delivered from all afflictions. We will 
have pleasure and sweetness, reveling in the good things of that kingdom. 
But in this world, he wants those who approach him by the fear of God 


19 Mt 16:18-19. 20 Gal 4:26. 21 Heb 12:22-33. 
22 Lk 20:36. 23 1 Thes 4:17. 
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and by faith to exist in accordance with a type of the things in heaven. He 
made the church a likeness of heavenly things, and he wished those who 
have faith in him to live in it. Therefore, blessed Paul also said, “You should 
know how it is fitting to live in the house of God, the church of the living 
God, the pillar and foundation of the truth.”*+ “The church of the living 
God” means that his name truly is eternal; it demonstrates that those who 
have faith enjoy life without end. “The pillar and the foundations of the 
truth” he said in reference to that life, confirmed and true, which is not 
shaken nor transformed, which will be manifest in those who have faith and 
in them will receive its power. 

So whoever longs to approach baptism approaches the church of God, 
and through it he expects to arrive at the heavenly manner and way of life. 
As he seeks to draw near to this new and great city and as he desires to 
become a child of this city, it is necessary that he take great care in perform- 
ing everything so he may be registered in it. Thus he approaches the church 
of God. The person appointed to receive him welcomes him, because it is 
customary for those who approach baptism to be registered. That person 
questions him about his ways, to see whether he possesses all those qual- 
ities by which he would be able to become a member in the way of life of 
that great city. So after he rejects all the evil in this world and completely 
detaches from it in his mind, he still should show himself worthy of the 
manner of that city’s life and worthy of registration there. Since he is like a 
stranger and foreign to its way of life, one of the people connected to the 
city in which he will be registered, who is known to be acquainted with 
its ways, accompanies him. He will guide him to the registrar and act as a 
witness for him, testifying that he is fit for the city and for life in it. He will 
also act as a guide for his alienation, since he is not yet experienced in the 
city and its way of life, so he does not know yet how he ought to live there. 

For those who are being baptized, one called a “sponsor” fills this role. 
He is not, though, the sponsor in terms of the sins this person will commit 
in the future, because each one of us gives our own justification for our- 
selves to God. The witness testifies only regarding the things that the one 
who approaches has done: namely, that he has already prepared himself to 
be worthy of this city and of living in it. He is rightly called a “sponsor,” 
though, since it is by his pronouncement that the baptizand is thought to 
be shown worthy to receive baptism. When it happens in this world that 


24 1 Tm 3:15. 
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there is a royal commandment requiring a census of territories and the 
people therein, it is necessary for those in the territories to be registered 
to do the work of the fields which are registered to them and to promptly 
remit their taxes to the king. Likewise, it is necessarily the same for one 
seeking to enter the heavenly city and to be registered for life there; as it 
says, “Our service is in heaven.”*5 So before all else, he should know that 
fleeing this registration is not permitted. He should detach from all earthly 
things, since he is registered in heaven, and he should act in ways fitting 
to the life and manner of what is in heaven. This is how he should remit 
his ongoing taxes to the king, by being prudent and living according to the 
ways of life appropriate to baptism. 

When they held Judea, the Romans commanded every person to be regis- 
tered in his place, so that everyone could pay taxes and tribute to their empire, 
and so every person was compelled to be registered in his place. This is how 
Joseph, with the blessed Mary, went to Bethlehem to be enrolled there, since 
he was from the house and family of David.*° Likewise, it is fitting for us, 
namely, for those who have faith in Christ, to do the same. Christ is the one 
who, according to the law of war, seized his opponents, stole the human 
race away from the demons’ authority, freed us from the slavery of captivity, 
and put us under the hand of his authority. As it says, “He ascended on high 
and took captivity captive.”*? He showed the new world to come and the 
wondrous manner of life which is called “heavenly Jerusalem,” where Christ 
our Lord established his kingdom without end. It is necessary for all of us 
who are under the dominion of his kingdom to pray and yearn, by faith, to 
approach baptism and be reckoned worthy of registration in heaven. 

So, for those of you approaching the gift of baptism, the person appointed 
for registering people in the church’s book will write and add your name 
in the book, alongside the name of the one who is your witness or guide in 
that city and manner of life. I am talking about your sponsor. You should 
know that, from the moment you are written in the book, you are reg- 
istered in heaven, where your sponsor has great care for you, a recently 
arrived stranger to that city. Your sponsor will teach you everything about 
the city and about life there so that you can observe the manners of this 
great city, easily and with no trouble. 

You will also learn the reason for the rest of the events that will happen. 
This is not a regular event. Instead, a great judgment has happened on 


25 Phil 3:20. 26 Lk 2:1-4. 27 Ps 68:18. 
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your account. It is right that you who have approached the divine steward- 
ship** be freed from the forceful one who assaulted you, so that, once you 
detach yourself from all the evil of those who oppose you and once you 
escape another slavery, you will be able to receive the true sweetness of 
this registration. It is just like when there is a census in this world by royal 
command: wishing to be registered abundant in produce and prosperous 
in good things, each person approaches a place that promises great sweet- 
ness for those registered in it. And when the person who was previously 
his enemy learns about the fact of his registration, envying him the ease 
which he expected would be his own (since it had been his property for a 
long time), he crosses over and speaks against the one who is attempting 
to register, saying that the place is his from the succession of his fathers. 
Furthermore, the enemy says that it is not proper that his ownership and 
his property be taken and transferred to another’s ownership. It is neces- 
sary for the one who will be registered to go to a judge, if he truly cares 
about the place, and to make use of his stable position to show the master 
of the land where he is planning to register that he has a judgment that 
allows him to take it over. 

So too, even now God has placed the kingdom of heaven before human- 
ity and desired that all humanity would reside in it, immortal and unchang- 
ing, and that they be as it is right for those dwelling in heaven to be. For 
he allowed the church to exist in this world as a type of heavenly things for 
this world; we long for it and we pray to approach it through baptism and 
to participate in that heavenly city’s way of life. It is now necessary that 
a judgment be given on our behalf against the Tyrant, he who battles us 
viciously, namely Satan. He always envies our life and our salvation, and 
he demonstrates the same desire against us even now.*® He tries and plans 
to make some case against us, as if we had no legal right to exist outside 
his ownership. He claims about us that, from the beginning, even from the 
succession of the first of our race, we have been his by right. He recounts 
these things about Adam: that he was persuaded by Satan’s words; that in 
accordance with the will of Satan he distanced himself from his maker, 
choosing servitude to Satan; that God became angry about this and thus 


28 Regularly translated as “economy,” but here I have chosen to use “stewardship” because 
Theodore will soon introduce a parable about the lord of a house and the steward who 
accomplishes the business that is beneath him. 

29 That is, the same possessiveness that the earlier landowner had about the place he used 
to hold when the new person had come to register in the land. 


283 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


cast Adam from paradise, judging him worthy of death; and that he bound 
him in this world, saying, “You will eat bread by the sweat of your brow,” 
and, “Thorns and thistles will grow for you, since you are dust and to dust 
you will return.”3° 

On the basis of these words, he says, “You will be sentenced in the 
judgment of this mortal world.” And, “By his own will, Adam chose my 
dominion. It is clear that he is mine, and I am ‘the first authority of the 
air and the spirit who works in the children of disobedience.’3' How is 
it possible that he - who from the beginning and from his ancestors has 
been mine, against whom was issued a judgment of death in this mortal 
world, where, after all, I especially have authority — how can he be taken 
from this world and from all its ways of life and borne away from my very 
dominion, which he chose by his own will?! And now he will become 
immortal, something superior to his nature, and pretend to live accord- 
ing to the ways of life and the manner of heaven?! This is not something 
proper to human beings, and it is not for those of this nature, since they 
are separate from those who have a superior nature.” 

Now these are the things done and said by the Slanderer, who from 
the start can be seen fighting viciously with us. He envies us especially 
now since we are expecting to receive this ineffable registration, which is 
superior to every existing word and every human thought, “what no eye 
has seen nor ear heard nor human heart conceived about what God has 
prepared for those who love him.” We should run toward the judge with 
all haste and show and establish the truth that is ours — that it was not to 
Satan that we belonged at the beginning, nor during the generations of our 
ancestors, but it was to God that we belonged, God who made us while we 
were yet nothing and formed us in his own image. It was because of the 
evil and bitterness of the will of the Tyrant and from our own carelessness 
that we were inclined toward evil. From that, we lost both the honor and 
the greatness of the image, and because of this evil of ours, we received 
death as capital punishment. The great passage of time has fortified Satan’s 
grasp on us while he magnified his evil. But even in this extended period of 
time he was not able to satisfy his will against us. As for us, the corrupt and 
disgraceful deeds of sin became sweet and pleasurable to us on account of 
the length of time we spent in the habit of this weary and bitter servitude 
so that, in our deeds, we reinforced the authority of Satan over us. 


30 Gn 3:18-19. 31 Eph 2:2. 32 1 Cor 2:9. 
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Since things were going this way, the one who is truly our maker and 
our Lord — he who made us while we were not yet, who fashioned our very 
body from dust with his own hands and breathed into us a soul} that had 
not previously existed, his own handiwork — it pleased him in his righteous 
diligence to show his creations (whom he had made and who were perish- 
ing by the evil of the Tyrant) that he would not permit him at all to keep 
acting in evil against us. For he also abolished our sins and our wrongs 
toward him, and in his grace he wanted to set right the things pertaining 
to us. He therefore assumed one from among us and in him enacted the 
beginning of all good things. He allowed him to receive the accusation of 
the full temptation and evil of Satan. He proved himself to be superior to 
Satan’s evil and harm. He permitted him to fall, even unto death, by the 
devices of [Satan], but in such devices, he endured his accusation. 

He who was assumed made petition on our behalf against the Slanderer. 
Then he recounted all the Slanderer’s devices — namely that from the start 
to the finish, he did not ever cease causing evil. In the end, though there 
was not a single just complaint against [Christ], death was ordained against 
him, albeit vainly. He added to the amount that he had iniquitously harmed 
our entire race from the beginning. Hearing the entire report, the things 
spoken by both sides, [God] condemned the Tyrant on account of the evil 
will he had demonstrated against [Christ] and against all our species, and 
pronounced the verdict: because of these things, he raised our Lord Christ 
from among the dead and made him immortal and immutable and then 
caused him to ascend into heaven. And from that point on, he established 
for all our species the sweetness of the gifts,3+ so that the Slanderer does 
not have even the slightest opportunity to do evil to us. Thus we exist in a 
virtuous nature and in an elevated dwelling, superior to every temptation 
of Satan’s evil, above and away from every sin. And do we not also learn 
these things from the word of our Lord, who said, “Now is the judgment 
of this world. Now the ruler of this world will be sent out and I, when I am 
elevated from the earth, will draw all humanity to me”?>5 

Now that all these things have been explained and brought into the open, 
it is right for us to assume that we will never again be able to be claimed 
as the Slanderer’s property. We are rightly returning to our Lord, whose 
property we were before Satan’s acts of evil. We are as we were in the 
beginning: in the image of God. We had lost this honor by our negligence. 


33 Gn 2:7. 34 Le. the rituals. 35 Jn 12:31-32. 
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By the gift of God we receive the honor of the image, becoming by it both 
immortal and dwellers of heaven, since it is fitting for the image of God to 
enjoy such things. It has the glory of he who is, of he who promised that 
we would exist and be called “in his image.” In the gift and grace of God 
justly we are entirely removed from this mortal world and transferred to 
the heavenly way of life. We have been made to recognize our Lord and 
we are hurrying toward the principle that was assumed on our behalf. By 
that principle, the maker and Lord of all gave us immortal life and the 
residence in and manner of heaven. Now, for this reason, we are right to 
come into the presence of the church of God for deliverance from evils 
and the presence of enjoyment of good things, so that by the gift of holy 
baptism we expect to be registered in heaven. Therefore, you are the ones 
in fact who grant reason for this petition and this questioning, when you 
clearly draw yourselves away by the gift of holy baptism from the Tyrant’s 
slavery, which all the heads of our race, starting with Adam, had accepted 
and fulfilled. Satan — he who so forcefully opposed us that he did not even 
give up struggling against our Lord, whom he assumed was just a human 
being because of his appearance — thought that these things were right. He 
figured that by his strategies and temptations he could draw our Lord away 
from the love he had for God. 

Since you are not up to the task of having a trial and a struggle with Satan 
yourselves, the assistance of those called “exorcists” should be sought; they 
are your pledge of divine help. By intense and long-lasting clamor, they ask 
that the one who hates us be punished and that the judge in his determi- 
nation arrange for his removal so that there is not even the tiniest space or 
entrance for his evildoing against us. Rather, let us escape completely from 
his servitude and exist in a true state of freedom, enjoying the benefit of 
this present registration of ours. 

You also are certainly aware that, when a case is being made before a 
judge in which a person claims his freedom, he appeals from a hard and bit- 
ter servitude, saying that for a long time another subjugated him by force 
unjustly. But it is necessary that, when the judgment is announced, the per- 
son who made the petition remain silent, so that in his demeanor and his 
apparent resolution, as much as possible he moves the judge to pity him. 
Another person, filling the role of the advocate, shows the judge the stand- 
ing of those who were unjustly treated. He also recites the laws of the king- 
dom by which he gains for them a conclusion to the injustice. It is just like 
this with the “exorcism,” which is precisely the same as this case: silent and 
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completely without sound, you stand there trembling, fearing the Tyrant 
and not even able to look at him because of the magnitude of the grievous 
injustice he committed against you and against your fathers. He led you 
into captivity and subjugated you at length in a bitter, harsh slavery. By 
the sentence of death he gave you permanent scars, and for a long time he 
is the one who enforced the slavery which you drew upon yourselves. You 
stand, hands extended in the stature of prayer, with your glance directed 
downward, waiting to draw the pity of the judge. Thus, you are stripped of 
your outer garment and you stand barefoot, to signify that evil slavery that 
you performed for the Slanderer for so long, and like a captive you com- 
pleted all his work for him. You can incline the judge to pity through even 
this, because the captive’s demeanor recalls the pronouncement of God, 
who said through the prophet Isaiah, “Just as my servant Isaiah walked 
naked and barefoot for three years, to be a sign to the Egyptians and the 
Cushites, so too will the king of Assyria lead captives from Egypt and from 
Cush, young and old, naked and barefoot.”3¢ 

You stand upon the hair shirt not just so that your feet are stung and 
pricked on their soles, but also so that based on these injuries you will 
recall your previous evil deeds and demonstrate repentance and remorse 
for the sins of your ancestors — sins because of which we have all been 
driven into all this misery of evil deeds — and so that you are able by all 
these things to evoke the judge’s pity. At the right time, you should say, 
“you have taken away my sackcloth and clothed me in joy.”3’ This is the 
power of the events of exorcism: that as long as such great business is 
ordained for you, you should not in the meantime become idle, without 
work! You are commanded to meditate on the words of faith3* so you will 
know it. It is placed in your mouth so that, by ongoing meditation, you 
are kept busy at preserving its meaning. For it would be shameful, if the 
law of the Jews is written and suspended from their hands in order to be a 
continuous reminder of the commandments for them, if we did not engrave 
in our minds, indelibly, the reminder of an entirely superior confession. 
Since Adam received the commandment only at the moment he encoun- 
tered the Slanderer himself, he was quickly conquered, because he had not 
been meditating and preserving the divine commandment. You absolutely 
must, at every single moment, meditate in the repetition of the faith, so 


36 Is 20:3-4. 37 Ps 29:11. 
38 Le.a creed that baptizands were taught. 
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that it is confirmed and fixed in your mind and so you love the confession, 
apart from which you are not able to receive the gift of God — or, if you do 
receive it, you will not be able to hold it and affirm it. 

When the time for the symbol arrives and the trial with Satan, for which 
the words of exorcism were useful, is at its completion; when by the divine 
sentence [God] has received and sealed the sponsor’s claim for you and the 
‘Tyrant has been found guilty so that he can no longer attack you in any way; 
and when you have been freed from all the misery that came from him and 
when you have without hindrance the enjoyment of this registration — it 
is then that you are brought to the priest by the appointed people because 
it is before him that you need to perform your professions and covenants 
to God. That is to say, you need to perform a profession indicative of the 
faith and the covenants you will firmly keep, and one that indicates that 
unlike Adam, the first of our stock, you will not remove yourself from him, 
the cause of all good things. Instead, you will endure to the end in the 
confession of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit, thinking them 
one divine essence, eternal, the cause of all that is, the Father and Son and 
Holy Spirit in which you are instructed by faith, in whose declaration you 
receive the enjoyment of this registration, which brings participation in 
the good things of heaven. 

In the case of a great house whose lord has worldly power, if some- 
one wants to enter in order to do some work in it, he does not approach 
the lord directly and try to set up a contract and establish an agreement 
with him. For it is a dishonor to the lord of the house to have to deal 
with something so trifling. Instead, the worker approaches the steward of 
the house and makes an agreement with him about whatever it was that 
made him approach the house in the first place. Through the intermediary 
he sets up a contract with the lord of the house, he whose house it is and to 
whom everything in it belongs. This is how it is for you, too: you approach 
the house of God, which is “the church of the living God,” as blessed Paul 
said.3? Since God is wholly greater than us, superior to us in nature and 
entirely invisible, he who “lives in the ineffable light,” according to the 
word of Paul,*° we approach the master of this great house, I mean, the 
church. For the master is the priest who is reckoned to be worthy to stand 
at the head of the church. When we repeat the creed in front of him, by 
his hand we are making an agreement and contract with God, in which we 


39 1 Tm 3:15. 40 1 Tm 6:16. 
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offer our professions to be subjugated to him, to work and abide forever, 
guarding his love eternally and invariably. Therefore, when we have made 
our professions and contract toward our Lord God through the repetition 
of the creed, through the intermediary priest, then we gain entrance to the 
house, its sight, its knowledge, and its dwelling. We are registered in the 
city and its way of life, and then we have free access. 

These are all the things that happen to us in our approach to the symbols 
that we undertake after the profession of the creed; it has been necessary 
to explain both what they are and how they are done. It would be absurd to 
explain the reasons for those things that precede the symbol and to leave 
out the teaching about the symbol itself. But since we have gone past our 
usual amount of time, and since all the things I have explained are still fresh 
in your memory, we will leave the remaining things to be explained on 
another day, by the grace of God. For today, we will finish our speech here. 
Let us give glory to God the Father and his only Son and his Holy Spirit, 
now and for all time, forever and ever. Amen. 
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Augustine, On Catechizing the Uninstructed 
1-6, 9-13 
Translated by Mark DelCogliano 


INTRODUCTION 


From the beginning of his priestly ministry Augustine’s advice was sought 
out on a variety of topics, both pastoral and theological. In response to 
one such request, in 403 Augustine wrote On Catechizing the Uninstructed, 
a handbook on the art of catechesis. Though Deogratias, a deacon of 
Carthage, appears to have enjoyed a reputation for great effectiveness in 
catechesis, he asked for Augustine’s guidance not only on certain procedural 
questions, but also on the best way to overcome the dissatisfaction he often 
felt while delivering a catechetical discourse (see Chapter I, 1, 1 below). 
He seems to have been especially concerned with how to deal with those 
inquirers who had expressed an initial interest in becoming Christians but 
were not yet catechumens. Catechumens were officially enrolled in the 
“catechumenate,” that is, the church’s catechetical program, for baptismal 
preparation and thus were considered members of the church. Accordingly, 
Augustine’s focus is on how best to dialogue with newcomers to the faith 
before their admission into the catechumenate, so that their motivations 
for becoming Christians (which he acknowledges can, at times, be mixed) 
can be discerned and only their best intentions encouraged to provoke a 
real conversion, if need be. Once a real conversion has occurred, the formal 
catechetical discourse is delivered. Augustine advises that it should begin 
with a discussion of the motivations that led the inquirer to Christianity, 
but that its main body (the “narration”) should be a historical exposition 
of salvation history from Genesis to the present age of the church. The 
purpose of this narration is to relate the details of salvation history to the 
overall Christian goal of love of God and neighbor. In the excerpts trans- 
lated below, from the treatise’s first major section, as Augustine answers 
some of Deogratias’s specific questions, he also comments on the difficulty 


290 


Augustine, On Catechizing the Uninstructed 


of fully communicating intellectual insights (see Chapter I, 3), and offers 
advice on how to deal with two particular kinds of inquirers, with whom 
Augustine was very familiar: (1) those educated in the liberal arts; and (2) 
grammarians and rhetoricians (see Chapter VIII, 12-13). 

The translation here employs the critical Latin edition prepared by 
J. Bauer in Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 46 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1969), 
115-178, and follows its numbering. 


TRANSLATION 
Chapter I 


1, 1. You have asked me, brother Deogratias, to write you something on 
catechizing the uninstructed' that would be useful to you. For you have said 
that in Carthage, where you are a deacon, those who need to be instructed 
in the Christian faith for the first time are often brought to you because 
you are considered to have an outstanding ability to catechize by reason 
of your knowledge of the faith and your eloquence in speech. But you 
have added that almost always you experience difficulties: how we ought 
to communicate appropriately the very beliefs which make us Christians; 
from what point we ought to begin our narration’ and how far we ought 
to take it; and, when the narration is finished, whether we ought to pro- 
vide some sort of exhortation} or only those precepts which the person to 
whom we are speaking needs to observe in order to know how to main- 
tain the Christian way of life and profession. 2. And moreover you have 
confessed — and even complained — that it has often happened to you while 
delivering a prolonged and boring discourse that you became contempti- 
ble and repugnant to yourself, and even more so to the person whom you 
were trying to instruct by your words and to the others who came to listen 
to you. And so, these circumstances have compelled you to compel me, by 
that love which I owe to you, not to feel inconvenienced in the midst of my 
responsibilities to write you something on this topic. 


In Latin rudes, those interested in admission to the catechumenate. This term does 

not indicate a general lack of education, but only the need for specifically Christian 

instruction. 

2 In antiquity the narratio was one of the divisions of a classical oration. Here Augustine 
means the historical exposition of Christianity. 

3 A practical application of the narration. 


H 
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2, 3. But in my view, since the Lord is bidding me to provide those whom 
he made my brothers with the help they need by doing the very things Iam 
capable of doing only because of the same Lord’s generosity, it is not only 
by that love and service which I owe to you because of our friendship, but 
also by that which I owe to mother church as a whole, that I am compelled 
not to refuse in any way, but rather to take up your request with prompt 
and zealous willingness. 4. For the more widely I desire to see my master’s 
richest distributed, the more it becomes incumbent upon me, if I learn that 
my fellow stewards are having difficulty distributing them, to do all that I 
can, so that with ease and effortlessness they may be able to do that which 
with such energy and eagerness they want to do.5 


Chapter II 


3, 1. But regarding your self-assessment, I would not want you to be trou- 
bled by the fact that it has often seemed to you that you were delivering 
a despicable and repugnant discourse. For it can happen that it did not 
seem so to the person whom you were trying to instruct, rather, because 
you yourself desired that something better be heard, what you were saying 
seemed to you unworthy of the ears of others. 2. In fact, just about all the 
time I am dissatisfied with the discourse that I give. For I yearn for some- 
thing better — something that I would often enjoy inwardly before I began 
to explain it out loud — because when I realize how inadequate I am to 
express what I know,’ I am disappointed that my tongue cannot meet the 
expectations of my heart. 3. After all, I want the person who listens to me to 
understand everything I understand, but I recognize that I do not speak in 
such a way as to make this happen. Such is the situation primarily because 
an insight floods the mind as if with a sudden flash of light, but saying it is 
a process that is slow, time-consuming, and entirely different, and in the 
course of saying it, the insight has already receded to its secret abodes. Yet 
because it has in a marvelous way impressed certain traces of itself upon 
the memory, these endure for the length of time it takes to utter the words. 
4. And from these same traces we produce those audible signs which are 
called a language, whether Latin, Greek, Hebrew, or any other, whether 
these signs are only thought or also pronounced with the voice. Yet these 


4 That is, the Lord’s teaching. 
5 For the language of stewardship see Mt 25:14-30; Lk 19:11-27; 1 Cor 4:1-2; 1 Pt 4:10. 
6 Reading notus instead of motus. 
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traces are neither Latin, nor Greek, nor Hebrew, nor do they belong to the 
language of any other people, but they are formed in the mind just as the 
expression of the face is in the body. 5. For instance, anger is designated by 
one word in Latin, by another in Greek, and by different words in the other 
languages, but the facial expression of an angry man is not Latin or Greek. 
And so, not all peoples understand when someone says, Iratus sum,’ but 
only the Latins. But if the rage of his seething mind were to pass over to 
his face and give him a certain look, all who see him would perceive that he 
is angry. 6. But one cannot extract those traces which the insight impressed 
upon the memory and transport them, as it were, to the mind of the hear- 
ers through the sound of the voice, like what happens with facial expres- 
sions, which are clear and unmistakable. For the traces are within, in the 
mind, whereas the facial expressions are without, in the body. Therefore, 
one can only imagine how different the sound of our mouth is from that 
jolt of insight, when it is not even similar to the very impression it made 
upon the memory! 7. Now since we generally desire more than anything to 
impart something useful to the person listening to us, we want our words 
to express exactly what we understand at the moment, even though we are 
unable to express ourselves in this way because of the strain it puts on our 
minds. And because failure ensues, we are distraught and feel as if we lab- 
ored in vain, we droop with disgust, and then the disgust itself causes our 
discourse to become even more tedious and dull than it was when it first 
led to the disgust. 

4, 8. But often the enthusiasm of those who desire to listen to me shows 
me that my speech is not as dull as I think it to be, and from their delight I 
can tell that they are getting something useful out of it. And so, with great 
diligence I strive not to fail in delivering this service, in which I see what I 
am delivering being received by them so profitably. g. So it is for you too: 
given the fact that those who need to be instructed in the faith are often 
brought to you, you should realize that others are not dissatisfied with your 
discourse as much as you are dissatisfied with it. Nor should you consider 
yourself useless just because you do not explain what you understand in 
the way that you wish, since perhaps you cannot understand it in the way 
that you wish either. 10. For in this life who sees except “in a dark manner 
and through a mirror?”* Not even love itself is so mighty that it can scatter 
the darkness of the flesh and penetrate into that eternal clarity, from which 


7 The Latin for “Iam angry.” — 8 See 1 Cor 13:12. 
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even fleeting realities get whatever brightness they have. 11. But since the 
good make progress day by day toward the vision of that day which is 
without the revolution of the heavens and the incursion of the night,’ that 
day which “eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor has it entered into the 
heart of man,”” there is no greater reason why we feel that our discourse is 
worthless when we are instructing the uninstructed than because it pleases 
us to understand something in an extraordinary way but it is wearisome to 
articulate it in an ordinary way. 12. And indeed the fact is that our audience 
listens to us with much more enjoyment when we ourselves are pleased 
with what we are doing. For the texture of our speech is affected by the 
joy we experience and it emerges from us with greater ease and more satis- 
faction. 13. Therefore, when it is a question of those beliefs declared to be 
essential, it is not a difficult thing to offer guidelines about at what point 
the narration ought to start and end; how the narration ought to be varied, 
so as to be at one time more concise, at another more extensive, and yet 
always complete and perfect; when the more concise approach ought to 
be used, when the more extensive. Rather, our greatest concern is how we 
can enable someone to catechize with joy. For the more he can do this, the 
more appealing he will be. 14. And indeed a guideline for these endeav- 
ors is readily available. For if “God loves a cheerful giver” in matters of 
material wealth, how much more in matters of spiritual wealth?": But the 
presence of this cheerfulness at the right time is dependent upon the mercy 
of the one whose teaching this is. 15. And so, if God provides, we will first 
discuss the way to do the narration (this is what I think you want me to do); 
then, the duty of giving of precepts and exhortation; and finally, the means 
of procuring of this cheerfulness. 


Chapter III 


5, 1. The narration is complete when the catechesis which the newcomer” 
receives first of all starts from what is written in scripture, “In the begin- 
ning God made heaven and earth,”"} and goes up to the present times of 


9 See Rv 22:5. 10 See x Cor 2:9. 11 See 2 Cor 9:7. 

12 The word “newcomer” is not in the Latin but is added for the sake of clarity. Usually 
(and ambiguously) Augustine refers to the person who has approached the Christian 
community to become a Christian with an indefinite pronoun (“he, him”). The term 
“newcomer” is used because Augustine often refers to such a person as someone who 
has “come” to the Christians; see, for example, Chapter V, 9, 2. 

13 Gnu. 
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the church. 2. But we ought not for this reason recite by memory all the 
Pentateuch, and all the books of Judges, Kingdoms,'* and Esdras,'5 and all 
the Gospel and the Acts of the Apostles (if we have learned these word for 
word). Nor ought we to describe and explain in our own words everything 
contained in these books as we give our narration. There is neither the 
time nor the need for that. Instead, we ought to summarize everything with 
attention to the main points and in general terms, in such a way that certain 
points among those more wondrous are selected, namely, those which our 
listeners will find particularly appealing and which have been established 
as critical to the epochs.'® And we ought not to display these like scrolls 
still in their cases and immediately remove them from view, but we ought 
to take them out of their cases, as it were, and to lay them open, letting 
them remain that way for a while, and to offer them to the minds of our 
audience so that they can be inspected and wondered at. But all the other 
points ought to be included and weaved into the narration in a rapid review. 
3. And so, in this way those points we especially want to be made known 
are given greater prominence because the others have been relegated to 
the background; the newcomer whose attention we want to arouse by our 
narration does not come to these points in a state of exhaustion, and the 
mind of the one whom we ought to be instructing by our teaching is not 
gripped with confusion. 

6, 4. In all of this, certainly, not only ought we to fix our own gaze upon 
“the aim of the commandment” which is “love from a pure heart, a good 
conscience, and unfeigned faith”’’ — and to this all that we say should have 
reference — but also the gaze of the newcomer for whose instruction we are 
speaking ought to be moved toward the same aim and be guided in that 
same direction. 5. For everything we read in the holy scriptures written 
before the coming of the Lord had no other purpose than to make his 
coming known and to presage the church that was to come, that is to say, 
the people of God throughout all nations, which is his body.'* In it are 
included and numbered all the saints who lived in this world even before 


14 The books of Kingdoms include what modern Bibles call 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 
2 Kings. 

15 In the Latin tradition four books are attributed to Esdras (Ezra). 1 and 2 Esdras corre- 
spond, respectively, to Ezra and Nehemiah. 3 Esdras corresponds to what most English 
Bibles call 1 Esdras; it sequentially consists of (1) 2 Chr 35:1-36:23 (summarized), (2) 
Ezr 1:1-4:24, (3) additions, (4) Ezr 5:1-10:44, and (5) Neh 7:38-9:12. 4 Esdras corre- 
sponds to 2 Esdras, which is an apocryphal apocalypse from the Christian period. 

16 That is, critical to the epochs (articulis) of salvation history. See n. 22 below. 

17 1Tmnrs. 18 See Col 1:18. 
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his coming, believing that he would come just as we believe that he has 
come. 6. For when Jacob was being born he first sent forth his hand out 
of the womb, and with it he then grabbed hold of the foot of the brother 
who was being born before him, and next of course his head followed, 
then, of necessity, finally the other parts of his body.'? And yet in terms of 
dignity and power the head takes precedence not only over those parts of 
the body which followed it, but also over the hand itself which preceded 
it in the birth process; though not first according to the time at which it 
appeared, it is nonetheless first in the order of nature. 7. In a similar way, 
even before the Lord Jesus Christ appeared in the flesh and came forth, 
so to speak, from the womb of his own secret abode — coming before the 
eyes of human beings as a human being, “the mediator between God and 
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human beings,”*° “who is God over all blessed forever”?! — he sent forth in 
advance a certain part of his body in the form of the holy patriarchs and 
prophets, and with them, as if with his hand, he foretold that he would 
be born. And thus he tripped up the people who preceded him in pride, 
catching their heel in the bonds of the law as if with his five fingers. 8. For 
throughout the five epochs” he never stopped foretelling and prophesying 
that he would come, and in keeping with this fact, he through whom the 
law was given’; wrote five books. And that proud people, being carnal in 
their thinking and wanting to establish their own righteousness, *+ were not 
filled with blessing by the open hand of Christ, but were restrained by that 
hand clenched and closed. And thus their feet “were bound and they fell, 
but we have been raised and stand erect.”*5 9. Therefore, even though, as I 
said, the Lord Christ sent forth in advance a certain part of his body in the 
form of the saints who preceded him with respect to the time of his birth, 
nevertheless “he is the head of the body, the church.”’° And all these saints, 
by believing in the one whom they foretold, were united to that same body 
whose head he is. For they were not separated from that body for hav- 
ing run their course before his time, but rather they were joined to it by 
reason of their obedience. After all, even though the hand can be sent forth 


19 See Gn 25:26. 20 1 Tma2:5. 21 Romg:5. 

22 Le. the five epochs (articulos) of salvation history prior to the coming of Christ: from 
Adam to Noah, from Noah to Abraham, from Abraham to David, from David to the 
Babylonian captivity, and from the Babylonian captivity to the coming of Christ. The 
era from the coming of Christ to the present day is the sixth epoch. 

23 See Jn 1:17. In antiquity Moses was commonly believed to be the author of the 
Pentateuch. 

24 See Rom 10:3. 25 Ps19(20):9. 26 Col 1:18. 
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in advance of the head, the point at which it is connected to the body is 
nonetheless below the head. 10. Therefore, all things written beforehand’? 
were written for our instruction,’ and all these things were prefigurations 
for us.*? “And all these things happened to them as prefigurations, but they 
were written for our sake, upon whom the end of the ages has come.”3° 


Chapter IV 


7, 1. But what greater reason is there for the coming of the Lord than that 
“God shows his love for us,”s' striving with all his might to make it known? 
For “while we were still his enemies, Christ died for us.”3* And moreover, 
seeing that love is “the aim of the commandment”; and “the fulfilling of 
the law,”3+ his purpose in coming was so that we might love one another,*5 
and, just as he laid down his life for us, so too might we lay down our life 
for our brothers.*° And with regard to God himself, “because he loved us 
first”37 and “did not spare his only Son but delivered him up for us all,”3* 
even if it used to be bothersome to love him, it might now at least not be 
bothersome to love him in return. . . 3° 

8, 11. Therefore, with this love set before you as the goal to which all 
that you say should have reference, whatever you declare in your narration, 
declare it in such a way that the newcomer to whom you are speaking may 
believe, by believing may hope, and by hoping may love.#° 


Chapter V 


g, 1. And moreover, love ought to be built up" on the foundation of that 
severity of God# which causes the hearts of mortals to tremble with a most 
wholesome fear. In this way a person, rejoicing to find himself loved by the 
one whom he fears, will have the courage to love God in return and yet 
at the same time remain afraid of disappointing God’s love for him, even 


27 Le. before the coming of Christ. 

28 See Rom 15:4. 29 See x Cor 10:6. 

30 1 Cor ro:11. Augustine’s quotation does not correspond exactly to the Vulgate. 

31 Roms:8. 32 A combination of Rom 5:8 and 5:10. 

33 1 Tmrss. 34 Rom 13:10. 35 See Jn 13:34; 1 Jn 4:11. 

36 SeerJn3:16. 37 1 Jn 4:19. 38 Rom 8:32. 

39 At this point Chapter IV, 7, 2-8, 10 is omitted, which discusses how the purpose of the 
coming of Christ was to show God’s love for humanity, and thus to kindle humanity’s 
love for God and for our fellow human beings. 

4o See 1 Cor 13:13. 41 See 1 Cor 8:1. 42 See Rom 11:22. 
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if he could do so with impunity. 2. Indeed, it happens so rarely, or rather 
never, that someone comes to us wishing to be a Christian without having 
been struck by some sort of fear of God. For if someone wishes to become 
a Christian with the expectation of gaining some advantage from people 
whom he thinks will not take a liking to him in any other way, or expecting 
to escape some disadvantage brought on by people whose resentment or 
enmity he dreads to incur, then his wish is not to become a Christian but 
rather to pretend to be one. After all, faith is not a question of a body per- 
forming a part, but of a mind that believes. 3. And surely it often happens 
that the mercy of God makes its presence felt through the ministry of the 
catechist, with the result that the person, finding himself moved by the dis- 
course, now wishes to become what he had decided only to pretend to be. 
It is precisely at the moment when he begins to harbor such a wish that we 
judge him to have come to us. 4. And indeed it is hidden from us precisely 
when a person whom we see already present among us in body comes to us 
also with his mind; nonetheless, we should deal with him in such a way as to 
allow this wish to develop in him, if it is not there already. But none of our 
efforts is wasted if it is there already, since it will surely be strengthened by 
such an approach on our part, although we may be ignorant of the time or 
the hour at which it began. 

5. If it can happen, it is surely helpful when, from those who know the 
newcomer, we get beforehand some sense of his state of mind or his moti- 
vations for coming to embrace our religion. If no one can tell us this, the 
newcomer himself must be asked, so that based upon his response we may 
figure out how to begin our discourse. 6. But if he has approached us with 
an untrue heart, desirous of securing temporal advantages or thinking to 
escape disadvantages, whatever he says will certainly be false. Nonetheless, 
you must take the very falsehood that he utters as the starting point, but 
not with the aim of exposing his falsehood, as though it were obvious 
to you. Rather, if he has stated that he has come to us with an intention 
which really deserves our approval (regardless of whether he spoke truly or 
falsely), then we are to shower approval and praise upon that intention with 
which he stated in his reply to our questioning that he has come in order to 
arouse in him an attraction to really being the kind of person that he wishes 
only to seem to be. 7. But if he has said something out of keeping with what 
should be found in the mind of someone who is about to be instructed in 
the Christian faith, then you are to reprove him courteously and gently 
as befits an unlearned and ignorant newcomer, and then to point out and 
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praise the truest possible aim of Christian teaching. This must be done in 
a concise and emphatic manner, so as neither to encroach upon the time 
allotted for the narration which is to follow, nor to risk imposing it upon a 
mind not previously disposed toward it. And so, in this way you will be able 
to arouse in him the desire to be what either in error or through dissimu- 
lation he has not up to this point wished to be. 


Chapter VI 


to, 1. But if perhaps the newcomer were to respond that a divinely inspired 
warning or fear prompted him to become a Christian, he gives us an open- 
ing to begin the discourse on a very rewarding theme: God’s great concern 
for us. 2. Certainly, we should shift his attention away from these sorts of 
miracles or dreams toward the more reliable path and the more dependable 
oracles found in scripture. In this way he will also come to realize just how 
mercifully that warning was given to him in advance, in anticipation of 
his devoting himself to the holy scriptures. 3. And we must surely make it 
clear to him that the Lord himself would not have warned or urged him to 
become a Christian and to be incorporated into the church, nor taught him 
by such signs or revelations, unless he had wished him to take the securer 
and safer path already prepared in the holy scriptures. In these he should 
not seek miracles that can be seen but become accustomed to hoping for 
those that cannot be seen, nor will he receive warnings while asleep but 
when fully awake. 

4. At this point we ought to begin the narration. We ought to start with 
the fact that God made all things very good* and continue, as we said, 
up to the present times of the church. This should be done in such a way 
that each of the facts and events included in our narration is explained and 
accounted for in such a way as to make them have reference to that aim of 
love, of which we should never lose sight, whatever we are doing or saying. 
5. For even though the fictitious tales of the poets are cooked up for the 
amusement of minds nourished by nonsense, nonetheless the grammari- 
ans, who are regarded as and in fact called “good,” attempt to make these 


43 See Gn 1:31. 

44 Cato had defined the orator as “a good man skilled in speaking” (see Quintilian, 
Institutes of Oratory 12.1.1). According to ancient rhetoric an orator or grammarian 
needed to be good if he was to be persuasive. 
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fables have reference to some beneficial outcome, even though such an out- 
come will be utterly pointless and bent on worldly fare. If this is the case, 
then how much more careful ought we to be with those truths included in 
our narration: they should not be served without an explanation to prevent 
them from being believed with a profitless satisfaction or even a harmful 
enthusiasm. 6. And yet we ought not to give these explanations in such a 
way that we veer from the course of our narration and allow our heart and 
tongue to digress into the knottier points of dispute. Instead, we should 
proceed in such a way that the very truth of the explanation we provide acts 
like the gold that holds precious stones together in an ornament without 
ruining the beauty of the piece of jewelry by any undue intrusion of itself. 


Chapter VII 


11, 1. When the narration is finished, we ought to bring up [our] hope in 
the resurrection, and, with due regard for the capacity and strength of the 
newcomer listening to us and the amount of time available, there ought 
to be a discussion of the resurrection of the body which counters the vain 
scoffings of unbelievers; we should also discuss the final judgment which is 
to come — its goodness for the good, its severity for the wicked,* its inevi- 
tability for all. And after the punishments imposed upon the impious have 
been evoked with revulsion and horror, we ought to extol with longing the 
kingdom of the righteous and faithful, and that heavenly city and its joy.*° 
2. But then we ought to fortify and invigorate the weakness of human beings 
against temptations and inducements to sin, whether from outside or from 
within the church itself: from outside, against Gentiles, or Jews, or heretics; 
from within, against the chaff of the Lord’s threshing floor.’ It is not that 
we need to argue against every single kind of perverse person and refute of 
all their wicked opinions by raising objections. Instead, with due regard for 
the brief time available, we ought to point out how all this was foretold, and 
what a benefit temptations are for the instruction of the faithful, and what a 
remedy is to be found in the example of the patience of God,** who decided 
to allow such temptations to continue even to the end.” 

3. But while the newcomer is being fortified against those whose per- 
verse throngs fill the churches with their bodily presence, at the same 
time we ought also to inform him, in a brief and suitable manner, about 


45 See Rom 11:22. 46 See Rv 21:2. 47 See Lk 3:17; Mt 3:12. 
48 See Rom 2:4. 49 See Mt 13:30. 
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the precepts of the virtuous and Christian way of life. This is to be done to 
keep him from being easily misled by drunkards, greedy people, cheats, 
gamblers, adulterers, fornicators, fans of the public spectacles, wearers of 
sacrilegious amulets, magicians, astrologers, or diviners practicing any of 
the vain and wicked arts, and any others of this kind. And do not let him 
think that he can do any of these things with impunity because he sees 
many who are called Christians very fond of these things, engaging in them, 
defending them, recommending them, and even persuading others to do 
them. 4. Indeed, by drawing testimonies from the divine books we ought 
to teach what end is appointed for those who persist in living such a life, 
and in what manner they ought to be tolerated in the church itself, from 
which they are destined to be separated in the end. And we also ought to 
tell the newcomer in advance that he will find within the church many 
good Christians, citizens in the truest sense of the heavenly Jerusalem,* if 
he should begin to be one himself. 5. And finally we need to admonish the 
newcomer with great care not to place his hope in any human being. For 
the ability to judge which person is just does not come easily to any human 
being. Even if it did come easily, examples of the just are not held up to us 
so that we may be justified by them, but so that we may know that by imi- 
tating them we too are justified by the same one who justified them." 6. In 
this way what most deserves our approval will happen: when the newcomer 
who is listening to us, or rather who is listening to God through us, starts 
to make progress in conduct and in understanding, and to step onto the 
way of Christ with eagerness, he will not dare to give the credit for this 
either to us or to himself. Instead, he will love himself, and us, and however 
many others he loves as friends, in the one and for the sake of the one® 
who loved him while he was an enemy® in order to justify him and make 
him a friend. 7. At this point I do not think you need anyone to advise you 
to be brief when time is limited for you or for those listening to you; when 
there is more time, you may say more. For even when no one suggests this, 
necessity advises it. 


Chapter VIII 


12, 1. But there is another scenario that should clearly not be passed over. 
Suppose someone comes to you to be catechized after having studied the 


50 See Heb 12:22; Eph 2:19. 
51 Thatis,Christ. 52 Thatis, Christ. 53 See Rom 5:9-10. 
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liberal arts, and he has already decided to be a Christian and so has come 
to you in order to become one.* It is altogether impossible to imagine 
that he has not already acquired considerable knowledge of our scrip- 
tures and literature; being already well versed in these matters, he may 
have come to you only to be allowed to share in the sacraments.’> For 
people like this tend to make careful inquiries into every point, not at 
the very hour they become Christians but long before this, for they share 
and discuss what is on their mind with anyone they can. 2. When dealing 
with these kinds of newcomers, then, we must be brief. We must not bore 
them by teaching what they already know but discreetly run through these 
subjects cursorily. By adopting this procedure, we can tell them that we 
believe that they already know this point and that point, and in this way 
we can rapidly enumerate all the things that need to be taught to the unin- 
structed and unlearned. Thus, even if the learned newcomer is already 
familiar with some particular point, he will not hear it from us as if from a 
teacher, and if there is something of which he is still ignorant, he will learn 
it from us in the course of our discussion of those things which we believe 
that he already knows. 3. And furthermore it is certainly not without ben- 
efit to question the newcomer about what motivated him to want to be 
a Christian. If you learn that it was books which prompted him to that 
decision, whether the canonical books or the books of useful interpreters, 
you should say something about these in your opening remarks, prais- 
ing them for their respective merits, their canonical authority, and the 
great skill and diligence of the expositors. And in the case of the canoni- 
cal scriptures you should make it known above all that the astonishingly 
sublime message is conveyed in a humble style that is most conducive to 
salvation, but in the case of the other books a style typical of a more high- 
sounding and, as it were, more polished eloquence is adapted, in accordance 
with the ability of each individual author, to prouder and, because of this, 
weaker minds. 

4. We should of course also press the newcomer to tell us which author 
he has read the most and what books he has studied with so much attention 
that he was prompted by them to want to join the church. Once he has 
told us this, then if we know the books, or at least if ecclesiastical tradition 
gives us a reason to accept them as written by some noteworthy catholic 


54 Augustine himself probably would have fallen into this category when he approached the 
church to become a Christian. He is likely thinking of the kind of newcomer that he was. 
55 That is, the rituals of reception into the church. 
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writer, we should gladly give our approval. 5. But if the newcomer has 
come across the books of some heretic and — perhaps because he does not 
realize what the true faith rejects — he has kept in his mind some hereti- 
cal teaching and thinks that it is catholic, then we need to instruct him 
with great care, placing before him the authority of the universal church 
and that of other very learned persons who are renowned for both their 
arguments and their writings in service of the truth of the church. 6. And 
yet even those who departed from this life as catholics and left behind for 
posterity some Christian writings have wound up becoming the occasion 
for the presumptuous and the reckless to concoct and spawn some heresy. 
This happened because in certain passages of their works, these catholics 
either were not correctly understood, or (human weakness being such as it 
is) were simply not capable of penetrating into the more recondite matters 
by sharpness of mind. And so while appearing to pursue the truth, they 
deviated from it. 7.’This should come as no surprise, since even the canon- 
ical writings themselves, in which everything is expressed in the soundest 
possible way, have been used as a source by many people to bring forth 
many destructive teachings that have sundered the unity of ecclesial com- 
munion. Indeed, they have done this not by taking certain passages in a 
sense different from either what the author intended or what truth itself 
maintains (for if it were only a matter of this, who would not gladly pardon 
human weakness when it is prepared to be corrected?), but by relentlessly 
defending with the bitterest vehemence and with obstinate arrogance that 
opinion which resulted from their perverse and depraved conjectures. 
8. And so, when someone approaches the society of the Christian people, 
not as an “uneducated person,” as they say,*° but as someone refined and 
polished by the books of the learned, we need to go over all of the above 
with him in a discreet conversation. We should claim for ourselves only so 
much authority (to put him on guard against the errors of presumption) 
as we feel his humility, which led him to us, can accept at the moment. 
g. But everything else that needs to be included in the narration and to 
be part of the discussion as befits the rules of saving teaching, whether it 
is a question of faith, or conduct, or temptations, should be gone through 
in the way that I have described; everything should have reference to that 
more excellent way.°’ 


56 Here Augustine uses a Greek loan word, idiota, “an uneducated person,” prompting him 
to add “as they say.” 
57 See 1 Cor 12:31. Augustine means the way of love. 


393 


PART IV: INSTRUCTING CONGREGATIONS 


Chapter IX 


13, 1. Furthermore, some people come to us from second-rate schools of 
grammar and rhetoric, and these you would not venture to count among 
the uneducated, nor among the very learned — that is, among those whose 
minds have been exercised in investigations of matters of great importance. 
2. So then, when these people, who are thought to surpass all others in the 
art of speaking, come to us to become Christians, we ought to commu- 
nicate to them much more emphatically than we would to illiterate new- 
comers — and this is something about which they should be very carefully 
admonished — that having clothed themselves with Christian humility they 
should learn not to despise those whom they may discover to be avoiding 
faults of conduct more than faults in language. Nor should they dare to 
make any comparison between a pure heart and a well-trained tongue, the 
latter of which up to the present they have been accustomed to value more. 
3. But most importantly of all they should be taught to listen to the divine 
scriptures. In this way they will learn not to consider its compact diction 
crude simply because its style is not elevated. And furthermore they will 
abandon the idea that the words and deeds of the men and women read 
about in these books, which are enclosed and wrapped in carnal coverings, 
are not meant to be unwrapped and opened in order to understand them, 
but rather to be taken exactly as is indicated by the sound of the letters. And 
such newcomers must be given firsthand knowledge of the actual usefulness 
of the hidden meaning (because of which these words and deeds are also 
called “mysteries”), namely, the capacity which these obscure, enigmatic 
passages have for the sharpening of the love for truth and the dispersing 
of the torpor of weariness. This can be done when some matter that was 
placed before them but failed to stir them is elucidated by the unraveling 
of some allegory. 4. For it is especially useful for such persons to know that 
the meaning of words should be valued more than the words themselves, 
just as the soul is valued more than the body. It follows from this that they 
ought to prefer to listen to discourses that showcase the truth rather than 
rhetorical skill, just as they ought to prefer to have friends who are sensible 
rather than good-looking. 

5. They should also realize that no voice reaches the ears of God 
except the devotion of the heart. For in this way they will not snicker if 
perhaps they were to observe some bishops and ministers of the church 
calling upon God with barbaric and ungrammatical language, or not 
understanding the very words they are saying and punctuating them in 
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a confusing way.** 6. It is not that such faults should go uncorrected (for 
the congregation should be able to say “Amen” to something they clearly 
understand!), but they should be kindly tolerated by those who have come 
to learn that in the law court speaking well is a question of style, whereas in 
the church it is a question of prayer. And so, the language of the law court 
can perhaps on occasion be called “good speaking,” but never “blessed 
speaking.”5° 7. And moreover with regard to the sacrament that they are 
about to receive,” it suffices for those of greater intelligence to hear what- 
ever the rite itself may signify. But with those who are slower to grasp 
things, we must speak at greater length and employ comparisons, so that 
they do not fail to appreciate what they see. 


58 Ancient manuscripts lacked punctuation and separation between words. The reader 
needed to figure these things out before reading — a very difficult task for poorly edu- 
cated clergy. 

59 Augustine’s wordplay here is impossible to capture in English: “good speaking” (bona 
dictio) and “blessed speaking” (benedictio). The adverb bene (“well”) is cognate with the 
adjective bonus (“good”). A possible rendition that does not quite capture the meaning 
is “can perhaps on occasion be called ‘good diction’ (bona dictio), but never ‘benediction’ 
(benedictio).” 

60 That is, the rite of reception into the catechumenate. 


305 


24 


Narsai, On the Symbols of the Church 


and on Baptism 
Translated by Ellen Muehlberger 


INTRODUCTION 


Narsai (d. ca. 503) was an influential writer and teacher in the early East 
Syriac tradition. He spent the last few decades of his life as the leader of 
the School of Nisibis, an institution that instructed students in traditional 
school practices — letters, reading, interpretation — and understood those 
practices as religious acts, ways of acquiring knowledge of the divine. 
Theodore of Mopsuestia was a revered writer for Narsai, and his influ- 
ence shows in this homily: Theodore held Christian ritual to be a physical 
event whose importance lay with its indication of immaterial realities (see 
Chapter 22 in this volume); Narsai extended this perspective to focus on 
the seemingly invisible work accomplished by the priest. In this homily, 
as in others, Narsai describes the priest as an artist, a painter who with 
the help of God “depicts” what is hidden by means of the visible sym- 
bols and the audible words of the ritual he conducts, whether baptism or 
the Eucharist. This way, the priest allows others to experience the sight of 
divine things, even when they as human beings are not normally capable 
of such sight. 

Readers should be prepared for the text’s complexity: given that it was 
possibly written to be recited in a school setting, its structure is repetitive 
and recursive, often looping back to earlier themes and redescribing earlier 
topics in new words again and again. This may seem disorganized, but we 
should consider the effects of this structure on the student who heard the 
text recited. Just as the priest depicts invisible components of rituals so that 
his congregation can slowly come to visualize those components, Narsai 
depicts, using various phrases and rhetorical techniques, the world of 
Christian ritual and its theological assumptions for listeners to understand 
gradually as they are able. 


306 


Narsai, On the Symbols of the Church and on Baptism 


The critical edition from which this translation is made is Alphonse 
Mingana, ed., Narsai Doctoris Syri Homiliae et Carmina (Mosul: Typis Fratrum 
Praedicatorum, 1905; repr. Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2009), 341-356. Mingana 
has some additional text, representing other manuscript traditions, in his 
notes, which I have not chosen to include and translate here. However, in 
places where the Syriac has pronouns that are clear but that would be 
confusing in English, I have replaced them with the specific nouns to which 
the pronouns refer. Though it is not easily discernible in the English below, 
this homily is metered; like much early Syriac prose, it follows a regulated 
number of syllables for each line. 


TRANSLATION 


Our Lord opened the sweet spring of baptism for us; he watered our race 
with the sweetness of life without death. Under iniquity’s heat, our mind 
had dried up and its fruits wasted away, so he sprinkled his gift on us like 
dew and refreshed our soul. Mortality’s stiff thirst had killed our body, so 
he buried it in the water, as if it were dead, and life pulsed into its mortality. 
The filth of the passions had effaced the beauty of our discernment, so he 
retouched us with the incorruptible pigment of the Spirit.’ Like an artisan, 
he mixed the pigment for our race’s restoration: oil and water and the power 
of the Spirit, which prevails over all. The master artist proposed a new art: 
that human beings should depict for others the one who is incomposite. 
The divine will unveiled a revelation that had not yet existed, namely, 
that a human being might be born from water without seed.? The womb 
of water bearing a new baby without copulation - where had anything like 
this ever existed or happened? Who had ever heard that a species could 
bear something other than its own kind? But now, something non-rational 
in nature is bearing something rational.’ Though water had borne creeping 
things and birds, it has never been heard that water bore a human being!+ 
What a wonder, a complete wonder, that the belly of the water should 


H 


“Pigment” here, sama in Syriac, is later used to designate medicines and salves. 

“Will” in this sentence translates remza, which more literally means a glance, a nod, or a 

gesture that indicates the will of the person who makes the movement. To speak of the 

divine glance or the divine nod is an idiom common in Syriac for divine will, intention, or 

assent. 

3 The water, which is dumb or speechless (harsha), bears the human being, who is rational 
or capable of speech (m/ilutha). 

4 Gn 1:20-22. 
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conceive and bear fully formed newborns! The belly is completely new; 
great is the declaration that is being accomplished in it! For the conception 
and birth take less than a moment. The process here is different from the 
process found in nature; it is not hindered by the normal way that growth 
happens in stages. 


Come, hearer, and hear the marvel of the new child, whose 
conception and even birth take place in a single moment! 

Come, spectator, and see the painter depicting newborns, who issue 
forth from the belly as the word is spoken! 

Come, discerner, and discern and observe discerningly the power of 
the divine essence that imparts power to the weak! 

And come, mortals, and gaze at the completely mortal nature as it 
strips off its passions in baptism and puts on life! 

Come, let us observe diligently the symbol of our renewal! Let us 
learn about the power concealed in the visible water. 

Come, let us approach the priesthood, the salt of the earth!s 


Let us see how it flavors humanity with spiritual things. Let us go with 
it into the place where it enters to make atonement; let us incline our 
minds to heed the voice that speaks with the priesthood. Let us listen to the 
power of the Spirit whispering to it, enlightening it so that it can bestow 
power on simple water. The divine will, hidden, expounds the hidden sym- 
bols together with the priesthood; the priesthood explains them in a clear 
voice to the audience. The divine will performs the art of the new child 
before the priesthood, indicating how to depict the spiritual image. The 
priest becomes a pen for the hidden power; using the hands of the priest- 
hood, the hidden power writes three names upon the water. 

O writer who writes on a soft tablet, yet the ink of his words is not 
effaced by the running water! Oh how great is your art, child of mortals, 
but no one knows how to observe it as befits its greatness! Oh how delicate 
the pen of your mind for depicting the symbols, yet there is no painter able 
to imitate your paintings! O you, priest, serving spiritually on earth, yet 
the spiritual beings are not authorized to imitate you! O you, priest, how 
great is the rank in which you minister, before which the ministers of fire 


5 See Mt 5:13. 
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and spirit tremble!° Who is capable of saying how great your rank is — you 
who have surpassed the heavenly ones by the name of your authority? The 
nature of a spirit is more delicate and glorious than you, yet it is not per- 
mitted to depict the symbols as you do. An angel is great, even greater than 
you, but when it is compared with the service you do, it is less than you. 
The seraph is holy, the cherub beautiful, the watcher swift, but they are not 
able to act with the fluency of the word of your mouth. Gabriel is glorious, 
and Michael great (as their names attest), but they are always subservient to 
the symbol that is entrusted to your hands. They observe you when you are 
approaching to serve, and they look to you to open the door to their acts 
of sanctification.’ Bearing hymns of praise, they are standing at your right 
hand; when you complete your act, which is the symbol of salvation, they 
proclaim glorification. By love they are subservient to the will concealed 
in your symbols; they honor you because of the order in which you serve. 

And if those spiritual beings who are without passions honor your order, 
who will not fashion a wreath of honor for the greatness of your rank? We 
will always wonder at the greatness of your rank; you have yoked the height 
and the depth under its authority. The priests of the church hold author- 
ity over the height and the depth, and they command both heavenly and 
earthly beings. They stand as intermediaries between God and humanity; 
by their words they banish sin from humankind. The key to divine mercy 
lies in their hands; they assign life to human beings as they see fit. The hid- 
den power empowers them to enact precisely this: that by manifest things 
they might show his love to the work of his hands. 

The hidden power showed his love in the symbol that he delivered to 
those on earth; thus, a human being can show grace to others because of his 
gift. He delivered the power of his gift to the priests of the church, so that 
through it they could empower human beings indebted by sin. The priest 
pays the human being’s debt by means of his service and erases his race’s 
promissory note in the water, making it new. He casts bodies into baptism 
as if into a furnace, consuming the thorny tangle of their mortal nature 
as if in fire. He pours the pigment of the Spirit into the water, as if into a 


6 That is, the angels: Ps 104:4 and Heb 1:7. 
7 The priest by performing the ritual brings about the moment when the angels say, “Holy, 
holy, holy!” 
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furnace, and makes the image of the human being pure from filth.* By the 
seething of the Spirit, he scours away the filth from the body and soul; 
in place of the appearance of clay, they acquire the tinge of heavenly 
beings. 

The priest establishes the prepared fount of water as a furnace, then he 
approaches and reveals the power of his art. Beautiful garments cover his 
body outwardly, while the clothing of the Spirit adorns his soul inwardly. 
Completely adorned, he stands before the eye of the spectators, so that 
by his adornment he might reveal to human beings the things to come. 
He is like a mirror before the eyes of his comrades, such that they gaze 
on him and acquire the hope of being glorified. He places a model before 
their eyes — the garments he wears — so that they might aspire to adorn 
themselves spiritually. By the decoration borne upon his limbs, the priest 
teaches them that the symbol in his hands clothes whomever approaches 
it with glory. In his hands is placed the deposit of life, which is concealed 
in the water, and is not granted unless he approaches and distributes it. 
He extends the key of his speech, opening the door of the gift; by his pro- 
nouncement he distributes gifts to the servants of the king.’ He stands as 
if he is beside the sea — indeed, like Moses — but in place of a rod, he raises 
his pronouncement over the silent water. With the speech of his mouth like 
the son of Amram he strikes the water, which hearkens more closely to his 
voice than to the voice of the son of the Hebrews. The water heard Moses, 
but when it heard him, it was not sanctified; when it obeys the priest of the 
church, it acquires holiness. The Israelite only managed to divide the sea; 
he did not suffice to purify the sin of his people by the power of his miracle. 

This thing that proceeds from the priest is great; there is nothing like 
it among the things that have happened, for it grants the power of forgiv- 
ing sin to senseless things. The priest trains his gaze on that gesture that 
created creation, and from it he learns to create a new creation.'° Exactly 
like the one who brought the world into existence, he too causes his voice 
to be heard in the world, just as the one who cried out at the beginning. 
Like the creator, he too commands the simple water, but instead of light, 
it is the power of life that rises from it. The voice of the creator created 
the luminaries from nothing, while the priest creates something from 


8 The “image” of the human being is an allusion to Genesis 1. 
9 “Pronouncement” here is bart gala. 
10 “Gesture” here is the word noted above, remza, which can mean nod, glance, or can 
stand as a sign of the will. 
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something by the power of the creator. This creation he creates in the 
womb of the water is not, in fact, his; instead, it belongs to the gesture that 
created creation from nothing. By the decree which the creator spoke, by 
which rational and non-rational things began to exist, the priest decrees 
and human beings become a new entity. That pronouncement, which the 
water heard and then brought forth senseless things, is the same that it 
hears from the mouth of the priest and then brings forth human beings. 
Great is the product it bears now compared with what it bore earlier: how 
much more excellent are rational human beings than are silent things? 

Like seed he deposits his speech into the womb of the water; it con- 
ceives and it bears a new, unusual child. His mouth expounds the spiritual 
sounds for the silent nature, and it acquires the power to grant life to 
rational nature. The senseless water hearkens to a new voice from rational 
things, like the voice that Mary heard from Gabriel." The priest, too, casts 
good tidings into the ears of the human being, just like the expectation 
the angel proclaimed at the birth of the Son. In fact, he takes the place of 
an angel in his order; he is even better than an angel, for he confers hope 
on the hopeless by the sound of his phrases. Between the divine essence 
and humanity he stands as intermediary, and by his words he confirms the 
contract between the two parties. In tears he asks the hidden one, who is 
truly hidden but revealed in his love, and the power from him descends to 
the intermediary and accomplishes his words. By the name of the divine 
essence, he sanctifies the water so that it becomes capable of accomplishing 
the purification of the defiled. He purifies humanity of their defilement by 
the water, but not actually by the water; instead, it is by the power of the 
name of the divine essence that descends there. 

The power of the divine essence dwells in the visible water, and by the 
strength of its power, the water quenches the force of evil and death. Evil 
and death are made void in baptism; both the resurrection of the body and 
the salvation of the soul are proclaimed in baptism. As if in a tomb, both 
body and soul are buried in baptism; they die and then they live, symbol- 
izing the resurrection that will occur in the end. Baptism accomplishes 
the order of burial for human beings symbolically, for the priestly voice is 
like the sound of the horn which is sounded at the consummation. In the 
watery tomb the priest buries the entire human being, then he resurrects 
him by the power of life hidden in his very words. At the door of the tomb 


11 See the narrative of Mary’s meeting with Gabriel in Lk 1:26-38. 
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of baptism he stands prepared, and there he accomplishes the symbol of 
death and resurrection. 

In a clear voice, the priest proclaims what the power does, both how a 
human being dies in the water and in turn how a human being comes to 
life in the water. He provides a complete clarification, showing to the one 
being baptized precisely in whose name he dies and quickly comes to life. 
He brings to mind the name of the divine essence and says three times: 
“Father and Son and Holy Spirit,” one equality. He repeats the names in a 
clear voice, saying thus: “So-and-so is baptized in the name of the Father 
and Son and Spirit.” Note that he does not say, “I myself am baptizing,” 
but rather, “so-and-so is baptized,” because he is not baptizing. Instead, it is 
the power deposited by the names that does the baptizing. It is the names 
that grant forgiveness for sin, not the human being. It is they who cast new 
life into mortal nature. When these names are pronounced, the one who is 
baptized is put under as if in a tomb; then they call and cause him to rise 
up from his mortal nature. Three times the priest lowers the head of the 
one being baptized at the mention of each of their names, so that we learn 
that even as they are one, they are three. Symbolizing our redeemer, the 
one being baptized remains in the womb of the baptism, much like the 
three days spent inside the tomb; our savior remained three days among 
the dead, so too does the baptized (the three times his head is lowered 
are the three days). He truly dies, symbolizing the death of that one who 
caused all to live, and truly comes to life with life without end. He sends 
away sin and death, casting them off in baptism, just like the garments that 
our Lord left behind in the tomb when he went out. 

Like a baby in the belly the one being baptized gazes out from the water; 
instead of linens, it is the priest who receives him and embraces him." 
He is like a baby when the priest brings him up from the water: as with a 
baby, everyone embraces him and kisses him. Instead of swaddling clothes, 
his limbs are swathed with garments; they adorn him like a bridegroom 
on the day of his wedding. He truly completes a kind of wedding feast in 
baptism: by his adornment he depicts the glory that is prepared for him. 
By the beauty of his garments, he proclaims the beauty of that distant 
place; here is the symbol, and there is the truth that is not feigned. He is 
invited by name and called to the exalted, indestructible kingdom; thus he 


12 Here, Narsai imagines the baptized person coming out of the water like a baby emerging 
from the womb; the person is not received in the linens and rags with which one first 
handles a newborn child, but by the hands of the priest. 
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depicts ahead of time a symbolic declaration of the truth. As a sign of that 
uncorrupted glory, he dons the garments, so that he might symbolically 
represent the things to come. Symbolically he dies, is resurrected, and is 
adorned, and symbolically he imitates life without death. His being born is 
a symbol of the birth that happens at the end of time, while his manner of 
life is a symbol of the order of the kingdom on high. 

The newly baptized one sets out to journey on the road of the spiritual 
life, and like the spiritual beings, he lives by spiritual food. His symbolic 
birth happens spiritually; even his food is prepared for him in a way that 
befits his new birth. His birth is new and very alien to those on earth; the 
greatness of the food that provisions him is without measure. He suckles 
the divine mysteries like milk, and they cause him to advance gradually, like 
a child, toward the things that are to come. A spiritual mother prepares the 
spiritual milk for his life. Instead of breasts, she places in his mouth the body 
and the blood. With the body and the blood, the church keeps the children 
of her womb alive, reminding them of the great love of her betrothal. Her 
betrothed has given her his body and his blood as a pledge of life, so that she 
can acquire the power to grant life from her own vitality. Using illustrations 
from what he accomplished earlier, her betrothed shows her symbolically 
that it is by the food of his body that he keeps her children alive. 

Her betrothed named the sacrifice of his corporeal nature “the fatted 
calf’;'} he sacrificed it in the past on the day when one of the church’s 
children came home. In her children there is a fulfillment of that which 
was written in the story of the prodigal son: that her betrothed’s love went 
out and received them through baptism. In love and compassion, he went 
out to them and welcomed them and embraced them as people, once 
dead, come back to life. He explained and clarified for them the power 
of his illustrations; he gladdened them with spiritual food and drink. Her 
betrothed gave a pledge, a ring by which he meant the power of the Spirit, 
and he clothed them with the glorious stole of baptism. He sacrificed his 
own nature, which was spiritually fat, and he fed them food; life was hidden 
in its eating. He shod them with quick progress in their manner of life, 
so that they would not stumble on the deceitful path of mortal nature. 
Her betrothed summoned and called the heavenly beings on the day of 
the renewal of the church’s children; he gladdened the church’s children 
when they mourned over their debts. The womb of the water bore them 


13 Here, literally, “the fattened ox,” which matches the phrase in the Peshitta version 
of Lk 15:23. 
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spiritually and the power of his gift gave them what they lacked and ful- 
filled their needs. Angels and human beings rejoiced — they rejoiced espe- 
cially about the repentance of the church’s children, and so the words in the 
parable have followed the events closely. 

Heaven and earth are gladdened that these children have turned back 
to their father; thus they took back the use of the riches that had been 
plundered. The demons sinfully plundered the inheritance of humanity, 
yet one man stood: he spoke justice and unmasked them. He spoke a just 
judgment upon the deceitful ones and wrested away from them the plunder 
which Satan had taken from his father’s house." The one who leads people 
astray, sowing error in the world, led them astray through Adam; the son of 
Adam was zealous and avenged the dishonor of all his race. The angry one 
donned great zeal on behalf of his ancestors, and he agreed to die so that 
they would not be named servants of the evil ones. Like an athlete, he went 
down to the contest in place of his people. He joined the wrestling match 
against Satan and overpowered him and conquered him. Atop Golgotha 
he battled the one who is the killer of human beings, ridiculing him in the 
eyes of angels and human beings. He cast him down by the wooden staff of 
a weapon, throwing him from his confidence. When Satan was thinking 
that death would attack that one, he himself was instead slain and torn to 
pieces. The proud one was boasting over the death of human beings, but 
by means of the death of a single human being, his boasting became vain. 
A single human being died on the cross for the sake of mortals: thus he 
taught them to journey on the road of his death and his life. 

Human beings depict his death and his life in baptism; and when they 
die with him, they stand and are resurrected symbolically. On the new path 
of the enlivening of the dead, they journey with him; they imitate on earth 
the customs of heaven. They expel death from their bodies by the food of 
his body, and they water their minds with life by his living blood. The body 
and soul are sustained by the food of his body and his blood, conquering 
Satan and death by the power of his gift. They bathed in the power of the 
gift and thus were sanctified from their debts; they acquired the power 
to struggle against the passions. Those clothed with passions donned 


14 Not Satan’s father’s house, but rather the house belonging to the father of the one who 
spoke the just judgment. 

15 In Syriac, this is unexpected: in battle, the son of Adam defeats Satan not with the 
blade of the weapon, but its staff, which is normally made of wood — a reference to the 
unexpected “weapon” of the cross. 
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the hidden power from the water; they began to trample the power of the 
enemy with ease. As athletes, they came up out of the baptismal font, and 
angels and human beings welcomed them lovingly. Earthly and heavenly 
beings cried the sound of their victories; the demons heard and trembled, 
stunned at the new sound. The height and the depth have fashioned crowns 
for them through human hands, for they saw that they were victorious in 
the great battle with the mighty one. 

They have received gifts from the king that surpass their labors; he 
honored them with glory beyond their capacity. He let them recline inside 
the palace of his secrets and sets before them the tray of life without 
death." He established the beautiful bridal chamber on earth to symbolize 
that above, so that they could refresh themselves in it symbolically until the 
end comes. He has built the bridal chamber as a holy thing for himself so 
that they can sanctify his holy name until they ascend to the holy of holies 
that lies concealed in the height. He has chosen priests for himself who will 
serve therein a holy way; instead of sacrifices they will offer the symbolic 
sacrifice of his Son. They always offer the symbol of the Son in the pres- 
ence of his will, and thereby absolve the sin of those human beings who 
call his name. He placed the currency of his word in their hands by various 
means, so that they might obtain the property of spiritual life. 

It is as if human beings are casting human beings into a fire, scouring 
the ugly filth of hateful sin from them. At once, they acquire a beautiful 
hue from within the water; the light of their minds blazes brighter than the 
sun. Glints of that light exist on the earth because of the light that resides 
in them; the earth is illuminated by the beautiful burning radiance of their 
way of life. 

They suckle upon the Spirit after the birth of baptism; the nourishment 
they take is in fact elevated and sublime, as befits that birth. Like fledglings, 
they stretch the wings of their practices and alight, resting in the beautiful 
rookery of the holy church. Like a young eagle, the priest broods over 
them, providing the food that leads to perfection by which they will be 
nourished. Preparing the living sacrifice, he places it before them, inviting 
them to consider the compassion he has for them. In a spiritual manner 
he begins to depict a fear-inspiring symbol; he mixes words together like 
pigments before those watching. With the pen of his speech, the priest 
depicts the image of the crucified king, as if pointing out with his finger his 


16 “Tray” here, ptora, is also “altar,” thus completing a pun about the “tray” from which 
those at rituals are nourished, the altar of the church. 
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passion and his crucifixion. His voice proclaims death and life in the ears 
of the people, delivering forgiveness from sin when giving bread and wine. 
He first shows a symbol of that which is dead to our mortal nature, and 
then he reveals the vitality that lies hidden in his words. He spreads out 
cloth on the bier, as one would for a corpse, then brings up the bread and 
wine and places them there as if they were a dead person. 

He symbolically performs a funeral for the king, positioning servants 
at attention to provide an example: he establishes two deacons on either 
side like a rank of soldiers, there to guard the fear-inspiring symbol of the 
king of kings. Fear and love are cast into the faculties of their intellects; 
and they observe the bread and wine as if they were the king. Bearing 
upon their faces a glorious form from within, they manifest in their gar- 
ments the beauty of their intellects. In their stoles they depict signs of 
heavenly beings, who were dressed in gorgeous garments at the temple of 
the grave. Indeed, the disciples saw two angels at our Lord’s grave, cere- 
moniously attending the place where his body was, as if it were in fact his 
body.'’ And if spiritual beings fearfully honored the place where his body 
lay, how much more should corporeal beings honor the symbol that hon- 
ored them? Exactly like the two angels, two deacons now stand, hovering 
over the symbols. The priest takes the place of a mouth on behalf of all 
mouths; like a mediator his voice explains that which is hidden. He calls to 
the hidden one to ask that he send him hidden power, so that he can grant 
the power to give life in the bread and the wine. He turns the sight of all 
intellects toward that which is hidden, so that they might gaze upon hidden 
things through what is clearly visible. “Turn your understanding to what is 
above!” he shouts, speaking to those on earth; they answer, “To you, Lord, 
hidden in the height.”"* 

The priest speaks again and gives the reason why they should look to 
that which is above and why he calls human beings to join in common 
together with him: “Look,” he says, “O human beings, at the sacrificial 
offering made on your behalf! The One Who Is receives it in love on behalf 
of your lives.'® Gaze directly at the bread and the wine on the table, which 
the power of the Spirit changes into the body and the blood. Observe the 
visible things with your body’s external senses, but depict the hidden things 


17 See Jn 20:12. 

18 The quotations on this page and the next include several phrases that are quite similar to 
a part of the liturgy called the swrswm corda. 

19 Ex 3:14. 
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with the hidden faculties of your intellects. Remember your own deaths 
in the sign which fulfills death and life. Praise and magnify the one who 
grants power by weak things.” They ratify his word with their voices, as if 
affixing a seal: “meet and right and beautiful and holy is the sacrifice of our 
lives.” He writes these words with the tip of his tongue, like a pen, and they 
confirm by voice: “Yes, these are true.” They fully witness the pronounce- 
ments given on their behalf; instead of with a seal, they ratify the symbol 
of their life with “Amen.” He makes known the deed of gratitude, writing it 
with his phrases; they vouch for it, saying, “Yes, we repay the debt of glory.” 
In a clear voice they repay the glory (which is in what he writes), and he 
bears it toward the divine will.*° The priest sends up the people’s prayer 
with their offering; he sanctifies the people through their participation in 
the living symbol. With much passion, he prays for himself and for all peo- 
ple, so that his word might become an acceptable sacrifice to the most high. 

As he prays, the priest acts like the spiritual beings in his words, for he 
teaches humanity to cry out in a holy way, saying: “Holy!” He repeats to 
humanity the holy pronouncement of the heavenly beings, so that they 
can cry out: “Holy, holy, holy Lord!” That proclamation that the seraphim 
cried thrice is the same that he pronounces before the ears of the people 
during the symbols. Like Isaiah, he too pronounces it full of feeling as 
he remembers the desecration of humanity and how greatly it has grown. 
The revelation that the prophet symbolically gazed upon the priest faith- 
fully demonstrates in action. Isaiah saw the fiery coal approaching him, held 
by the fiery seraph in a fiery hand. It approached his mouth (though it did 
not truly approach it) and it truly canceled the iniquity of his body and his 
soul. The vision seen by the seer was not perceptible, nor did the spiritual 
being bring him a material coal. He saw a symbolic revelation of body and 
blood in the coal which, like fire, consumed the iniquity of mortality. The 
priest makes plain the power of the symbol that the prophet saw: in his 
hand he grasps fire, as if with tongs, when he grasps the bread. He takes 
the place of the seraph for the people, as if for Isaiah; in his operations he 
cancels iniquity and grants life. The spiritual seraph did not hold the spiritual 
vision in his hand. So, this is a wonder: a fleshly hand grasps the Spirit! 

The one with swift wings was not up to the task of bringing food to the belly, 
but the one with the heavy body holds out his hand even unto the faculties 


20 Here, Narsai uses a complex conceit: the priest’s phrases are also strokes of writing, 
and by his words he writes out the note of debt for those at the ritual; his words also 
bear that note to God. 
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of the intellect. The priest nourishes body and soul with the food of the 
symbol’s power: he changes human beings from mortals to immortals. His 
voice nullifies death’s authority over mortals; it dissolves the jurisdiction of 
the evil one, transferring it away from mortals. In the beginning, the evil one 
killed us with food and made us slaves; now, through food, the creator wills 
that we live. With the very same hand that sinfully plucked the fruit in Eden, 
he wisely offered the fruit of life. By Adam, he cursed us and gave us as food 
to insatiable death, but by the child of Adam, he opened his fount of kind- 
ness for us. In our own nature he fulfilled his will and manifested his love, 
so that the moment when he pronounced us his “image” could be affirmed. 
He granted that we could represent the pledge of life, despite our mortality, 
and that according to our will we can manage ourselves by the power of his 
will. By the power of his will, the priest distributes life in the bread, chasing 
sin away and giving the Spirit a place to settle in the members of the body. 
The Spirit’s power descends into the child of mortals; it dwells in the bread 
and sanctifies it with the greatness of its power. 

Oh, what a marvel! Though all is filled by the Spirit, it does not draw 
near until the being of earth commands it. Oh gift that, though granted 
from the beginning, is not received until the child of dust petitions it! 
The Spirit is for all and in all, in the height and in the depth, hidden and 
secreted away, but the priest makes it visible by his words along with his 
mind. He spreads his hands to the heights above, inviting him to descend 
and to fulfill his own request. The Spirit — not normally a traveller — does 
not descend by nature; instead, the power that comes from it descends and 
performs and fulfills everything. Its power rests upon the visible table and 
provides to the bread and wine the power to grant life. Its power strength- 
ens the priest’s hand so that it can grasp the power without its weak flesh 
being scorched by its flame. 

A corporeal one grasps the Spirit in his hand when he grasps the bread, 
lifting his gaze to the furthest extent of the height, then breaking it. The 
priest breaks the bread, casts it in the wine, and signs himself, saying: “In 
the name of the Father and Son and Spirit” — an equal nature. In the name 
of the divine essence and three persons,”’ he brings his words to fulfillment 
and symbolically raises the dead one in a representation of the truth. In 
reality, the Lord of the symbol arose from within the grave, and without 
any exception, the symbol acquires the power of vitality. At once the bread 


21 In Syriac, gnoma. 
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and the wine acquire new life; at once they grant forgiveness from sin to 
their recipients. For he makes the bread and the wine one, participating 
with all the senses, just as blood flows through the whole body. He puts 
the wine and the water in the cup before he sanctifies them, because in the 
blood water is mixed with other compounds. 

As he does these things, the priest brings the symbols of perfection to 
completion, then he raises his voice, full of love and compassion. Love 
and compassion are concealed within the sound of the word of his mouth; 
this way, the thing that has been made might call its maker its own Father. 
The voices of the obedient follow his voice as they are prepared to call 
the hidden existent one “our Father.” What an incomprehensible gift for 
humanity, who freely received as its name a name for which the world 
is not sufficient. “Our Father,” the children of dust cry to the fashioner 
of all, asking him for holiness and the kingdom on high. “Let your holy 
name be sanctified in us, fashioner of all, and let the pledge of life without 
end be established in us!” As one they ask for holiness and the help of the 
Spirit, the will of the hidden one, daily sustenance, and release from sin. 
By their petition, they show the love of their minds — how eagerly they 
want to participate in the things to come! With a thankful voice, they 
subscribe to the words that complete the symbols; they render holiness 
to the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Holy is the Father and holy is 
his Child and the Spirit that comes from him! It is right that they receive 
holiness and praise from all mouths. 

After the pronouncement of holiness and the giving of praise, they 
extend the sight of their minds toward the gift. In both senses and faculties 
they are diligent to approach the bread and the wine, in which is hidden 
the forgiveness of sin. In faith, they acquire the power to see hidden things, 
and they bear the holy in their hands as if it were the body of the king. 
They are certain that the body of the king lodges in the visible bread, by 
which the raising of the dead is proclaimed to any who eats it. “The body,” 
says the priest precisely when he gives it; he names the mingled wine inside 
the cup “the blood.” He gives the bread and says, “the body of the king, 
Christ,” and likewise, offering the wine, he says, “the blood of Christ.” He 
has faith that the bread and the wine are the body and blood, and indeed 
this is true for both giver and receivers. He proclaims by it forgiveness 
of sin and life for the dead; though they are not visible, to faith they are 
entirely clear. Faith shows the person a hidden vision and enlightens him 
so that he does not doubt regarding what is visible. The eyes of the senses 
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of the body see the bread and the water, and the faculties of the soul see the 
power of the hidden one, greater than all. 

It is right that we should observe the mystery of our salvation with the 
faculties of the soul — that we should place faith before our minds as a 
standard for ourselves. Let us take the bread and affirm that it is able to 
forgive sin; let us drink the wine and announce that drinking it dispenses 
life. We should honor them as the body and blood of the king, so that they 
may bring us to the kingdom’s glories. Let us believe them able to grant 
life to our mortal nature; let us extend our intellect toward the expectation 
of hope that resides in them. With the hidden intellect we will gaze in a 
hidden way at visible things; we will not doubt the renewal that is in visible 
things. The person watching should not gaze on the bread, or even the 
wine, but rather on the power that sanctifies the bread and the wine. 

The bread and the wine are symbols appointed for the eyes of the body, 
so that it might participate alongside the intellect in invisible things. It is not 
possible for the body to gaze upon concealed things along with the mind, 
as the body is not able to investigate hidden things as the thoughts do. 
Because of this body, the gift comes by means of the bread, so that the 
body can acquire in the visible hope for the invisible. The delight hidden 
in the mysteries is promised to it and to the soul; visible things — food and 
drink - are for its comfort and consolation. It is used to being consoled in 
its sorrow by visible things; so that it would not become sad, the Lord 
comforted it with bread and wine. With bread and wine he established for 
it a standard of future things, so that it might incline toward the renewal 
being prepared for it. 

Come, mortals, let us incline toward the hidden symbol’s standard and 
not give up the expectation of the promised life. Come, let us take ref- 
uge in the power of its spiritual help, so that it can help us in the time 
of violent passions. Come, let us be eager to approach it in holiness and 
receive from it the salve for our sores. Let us always apply it like salve for 
the senses and the faculties, so that it might drive from us the feebleness 
of the body and the lassitude of the soul. It is a good salve whose power 
mixes with goodness; there is no illness, hidden or visible, that is able to 
withstand it. The physician on high mixed and gave it to earthly ones, so 
that with its help they might cure the pains of their intellects. Let all of us 
in faith put it on our sores, so that we may acquire from it both the body’s 
resurrection and the soul’s salvation. 


Suggestions for Further Reading 


The study of early Christianity is continually expanding, with new perspec- 
tives emerging and replacing old ones. For the student who is interested in 
following the ongoing development of scholarship in this field, we strongly 
recommend consulting regularly journals such as Augustinian Studies, 
Church History, Hugoye, the Journal of Early Christian Studies, the fournal 
of Ecclesiastical History, the Journal of Theological Studies, Vigiliae Christianae, 
and Zeitschrift fiir Antikes Christentum/fournal of Ancient Christianity. Each 
of these journals contains scholarly articles and reviews of recent books 
in the field. Additionally, for up-to-date bibliography on topics in early 
Christianity and the ancient world generally, one can consult L’Année 
philologique. 
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